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Introduction  
Few today would disagree that people have things to say about the world in 
which we live. If we look around our mediated environment, in news 
journalism and on social media, in our daily flows, people with something 
to say are everywhere. Some want to discuss matters in intimate circles; 
others want to be heard by the masses. For those who want to be heard and 
listened to, the media are one of the most important settings in which their 
voices can be heard. This thesis is about the role of media discourse in 
shaping the political identities of those who want to be heard in public. The 
ways in which people are able to speak, know, and feel in political 
situations have important implications for how we conceive of the 
possibilities to be engaged in contemporary democracy. Whether we, when 
we are trying to raise our voice in and through the media, are granted a 
position as people who are capable of changing the world or as losers, 
victims of circumstances, and full of resentment matters a great deal, as this 
tells us how the playing field of mediated politics is open to us. 
Alternatively, if we want to claim knowledge, it is important whether the 
public space of the media is open to us to speak with authority or just as 
witnesses or to be ignored. The modes in which one can be political are 
placed at the core of these communicative practices. The media as an 
institution, regardless of whether we understand it as comprising 
journalism or social networking services or perhaps both, are invested with 
many expectations regarding their facilitation of political engagement (Asp, 
2007; Dahlgren, 2009; Ekström & Tolson, 2017). Such normative 
investment, regardless of whether it is found in theories of how journalism 
enables public voices to be heard or in theories of how new media 
platforms are enabling new forms of participation, constitutes a fertile 
ground for trying to understand how being political is a rather complex 
process. This is exactly what this thesis sets out to achieve by offering four 
empirical studies of how political identities are constructed through 
journalism and social networking services in cases in which people have 
decided to make their voices heard. Identities constructed through mediated 
participation have important implications for how we understand the 
possibilities to act politically in public, a public that that is characterized as 
having a multifarious media ecology. By shedding light on the practices 
through which people actually take part in public discourse, either as 
sources in journalism or as contributors to political discussions on social 
network sites, the studies in this thesis aim to contribute to determining 
how media discourse in a broader sense is constructing complex political 
identities among those who participate. It intends to say something more 
general about the possibilities of the processes of political identification in 
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and through the media today. Hence, rather than establishing the extent to 
which the media facilitate political engagement or participation, the 
different analyses point to the possibilities and limitations of being political 
that emerge from different forms of political media participation. 
 
As a social practice, politics can take many different shapes, not least when 
the field of political communication is opening itself up to the study of 
practices beyond the scope of party politics. The papers in this thesis are 
occupied with related but somewhat different forms of politics. The 
empirical basis for the thesis consists of different cases from political 
movements that belong to the antiracist left in Sweden, with a special 
emphasis on migrant activism. These choices were made on a theoretical as 
well as an empirical basis. A lead motif from the beginning of this thesis 
was to follow the eloquent Stephen Coleman and investigate how media 
discourse can “enable those who were previously locked out of meaningful 
discourse to refuse their given role and assert their political significance as 
people with something to say” (Coleman, 2013b, p. 219). It is hardly worth 
mentioning that many people have something say, but, by choosing 
empirical cases that contribute something strange and awry to the analysis, 
I want to point out something of theoretical significance. This forces me to 
analyse and discuss the way in which familiar public discourses, as 
journalism has been for a long time and social media have come to be, are 
shaping the political identities of those who act within them. Roger 
Silverstone indicates that media studies are continually engaged in 
investigating the always too familiar to us all and, as such, demand 
researchers to undergo “a process of defamiliarization” (Silverstone, 1999, 
p. 14). As researchers, we need to point out that the ordinary and the 
mundane are complex. The identities of those who participate in the media 
are not voluntary as such but contingent on the public performance through 
discourse and the complex processes of mediation: 
 Only through mediation can representatives circulate their claims to speak for the 
public – and only through mediation can the public determine whether such claims 
are justified. To represent is to mediate between the absent and the present, 
between the spaces in which decisions have to be made and the spaces in which 
they cannot be made. (Coleman, 2013b, p. 17) 
These performances of identities in public run through different aspects of 
discourse, of which a few key aspects are at the heart of the analyses in this 
thesis, such as the epistemic, the emotional, and the subjective and how 
these aspects order the ways in which political identities come into being.  
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In light of this, the thesis is guided by two major research questions. The 
sub-questions through which these questions are answered in detail are 
presented in the individual papers.  
 
- How are political identities constructed through participation in 
different media discourses? 
- What implications do the constructed and enacted identities have for 
our understanding of what it means to be political in contemporary 
democracy?  
Throughout this contextual chapter, I will present the analytical framework 
and the aspects that are common to the different studies as well as what 
separates them. In this framework, I present both theoretical and empirical 
clues to the individual papers and a base for making some final and general 
conclusions. However, I will begin by presenting a summary of the studies 
and their contexts.  
An overview: The studies and their contexts 
Before delving into the analytical framework and the most important links 
between the studies in the thesis, I will give an account of the different 
papers and their respective theoretical, methodological, and empirical 
scope. My hope is that this will shape the context from which it is possible 
to draw the general lines in the subsequent discussions. I will begin by 
saying a few things about the historical context from which the empirical 
data derived. When this dissertation work was initiated in 2013, several 
political movements in different parts of the world had culminated in and in 
some cases transformed into something else or disappeared. Most notable 
were the uprisings in North Africa and the occupy movements in the US 
and UK as well as the Indignados movement in Spain. The many and 
different movements arising at the time gave empirical and theoretical 
emergence to the role that the media play in structuring political 
participation (della Porta, 2013).  
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At the time of planning the thesis, several different political events were 
happening in Sweden that would have been included. One was a migrant 
activist group stemming from other movements organizing refugees and 
antiracist activities. The specific group that is in focus in the case work for 
Papers I and III is called Asylstafetten (Asylum March). Its campaign 
centred on marching long distances to manifest the rights for asylum 
seekers and refugees. While activist initiatives focusing on migrant rights 
still exist in Sweden at the time of writing, the political context is rather 
different from the situation when the analyses of the media discourse of 
Asylstafetten took place during the summers between 2013 and 2015. In 
the autumn of 2015, Sweden drastically changed its policy on migration. 
While at the peak of what has been coined the “refugee crisis” (Bucken-
Knapp, 2017), the Swedish Government moved from holding a position 
that in retrospect can be understood as generous to being aligned with 
European policies that meant imposing highly restrictive border controls. 
This drastic political change, I would argue, is not important for the 
analysis of the specific case, but it is important to mark how these larger 
political shifts might make an analysis of empirical data dependent upon 
their time of appearance. However, as the analyses do not aim to historicize 
a specific movement, this becomes less of a problem. Nevertheless, the 
context in which these practices exist is at the same time important as a 
background from which we can retrieve meaning regarding what the 
activists are claiming and what is explicitly in focus, especially in the first 
analysis. The same applies to Paper II and the event, Kämpa Malmö, on 
which the analysis is based. Kämpa Malmö took place in 2014, a year when 
antiracist and antifascist sentiments were widespread and when people 
were easily mobilized into public action. The fourth paper is not concerned 
with a specific case but rather sampled from active Twitter accounts and 
the accounts with which they interact. As such, it does not share the 
specific historical context of the first three papers. It does, however, share 
with the two other cases a similar political context in which accounts have 
been sampled from people taking part in political talk on Twitter concerned 
with antiracist politics in a broad sense.  
  
 6 
 
 
Summary of the articles  
The context of the cases in the first and the third paper is the same, but the 
theoretical and methodological implementations are somewhat different. 
They are both empirically centred on the news coverage of Asylstafetten, 
the first paper presenting an analysis of print journalism and the third 
focusing on radio interviews with activists. The empirical differences 
brought theoretical questions to the table that complement each other. 
The first paper, Ideological struggle of epistemic and political positions in 
news discourse on migrant activism in Sweden, takes its theoretical 
departure from a discussion about “the political” (Mouffe, 2005) and the 
way in which news journalism as discourse offers activists possibilities to 
adopt a knowledgeable position in which they can talk about the situation 
that they want to change and their ability to change it. To be 
knowledgeable about political issues, to express this knowledge as well as 
feelings, and to claim efficacy are central aspects of political engagement 
and participation (Dahlgren, 2009), and as such it becomes important to 
understand how news discourse allows for those performances. It should be 
noted that this is a matter of studying discourse, given that we understand 
media discourse, and news media discourse in particular, as important 
discourses in shaping ideas; this paper suggests that, if we want to know 
what types of knowing and ability to act are tied to those who participate, 
we can and should investigate how these aspects of participation are 
enacted and expressed. The main conclusion of this paper is that journalism 
as a discursive practice is protecting its professional boundaries in relation 
to sources, limiting the activists as sources to be either witnesses in relation 
their knowing or dreamers in relation to what they can claim to achieve 
politically. However, rather than activism being something other than 
journalistic ideology, political activism is only possible in relation to the 
post-political ideology, which limits the ways in which it can appear and as 
a consequence the ways in which those who appear can exist as political. 
 
The second paper, Love, affiliation, and emotional recognition in 
#kämpamalmö: The social role of emotional language in Twitter discourse, 
addresses and relates to discussions about what happens to politics in the 
digital age when, as it is argued, emotions are increasingly finding their 
place in political discussions. This being the point of departure, the study of 
Tweets from a political protest in which the emotional response was 
undoubtedly both strong and rich, the analysis sets out to study emotions’ 
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role in the construction of subjects and objects in this discourse. As such, 
an imperative for this study, a normative claim even, is to deny or to cut the 
relations to the discussions regarding whether such a change of modality is 
good or bad and instead to understand how individual and collective 
identities are created through participation in Twitter discourse.  
 
The third paper, Speaking on behalf of oneself and others: Negotiating 
speaker identities in journalistic discourse on refugee activism in Sweden, 
shares the immediate political and sociological context of Paper I but 
differs in terms of its theoretical and methodological scope. The matrix of 
this paper opens up the space to representation and engages in an analysis 
of the different ways in which activists in radio interviews talk about 
themselves and others. This analysis is related to discussions about who is 
talking and acting in political interviews. It reacts to a widespread idea in 
political communication that takes for granted a simple and transparent 
talking subject that can easily be counted (Coleman, 2013a). By drawing on 
Erving Goffman’s framework on footing, the paper shows the complexities 
of talking in public and indicates that what makes up the speaking subject 
is dependent on discourse and interaction. It further points to the 
precariousness of speaker identities in journalistic discourse and shows that 
those who want to be listened to in public have to give up their control over 
how their respective identities are ascribed to them.  
 
The fourth paper, Self-presentations and political identities between 
ideology of authenticity and silly citizenship on Twitter, shares the 
communicative context with the second paper and is based on Twitter as a 
site of communicative practice. The analysis is centred on the question 
about who we are when we communicate politically online against the 
background of a political–theoretical discussion about political identities as 
well as a discussion that is wider and connected to identities and norms and 
regulations of identification in online communication in general. By 
studying how participants in Twitter present themselves, the analysis shows 
how we can understand the forms and norms of identification in online 
political discussions. The paper indicates that there is a flux in the 
strategies of self-presentations that should be understood in relation to an 
interregnum that makes a plurality of norms possible at once, even in a 
relatively defined social space that belongs to active users in a Swedish 
antiracist context on Twitter. As such, all the four studies speak to the 
different ways in which participatory identities in politics are and can be 
enacted in a defined discursive context.  
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Analytical framework  
The political – Making way for an agonistic 
public sphere 
I will start with a discussion about where we can locate the political. To 
some, this might seem a strange question. Some might even counter with 
the obvious answer that the political is located wherever politics is 
discussed. Such an answer would be generous and inclusive. Another 
answer is more restricted and states that the political is located within 
certain institutions, such as parliaments or in news about politics. Even if 
such research does not state explicitly that politics is limited to these areas, 
the loci of many of these fields of research have constructed a strong image 
of it being limited to these areas. The position that I take includes both 
arguments insofar as it refutes them at the same time. The major theoretical 
trajectory for the development of this project can be found in the 
framework of the political (Mouffe, 2005). I will sketch the context in 
which this framework was developed and nourished as well as what it 
offers this particular project.  
  
The framework of the political brings to the discussion a decentred 
understanding of politics. A decentred understanding of politics makes it 
possible to argue that relevant political events do not exclusively take place 
within traditional political spaces and that they might be placed on some 
other level of the social. Most commonly, this tradition is traced to the 
post-Marxist endeavour initiated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in 
the mid-1980s as a way to find a theoretical base for a Marxist analysis 
able to connect the various political struggles occurring at the time in a 
wider political project on the left (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). To achieve 
this, this they had to formulate a political ontology that diverged from the 
orthodoxy of Marxist economics. This gave rise to discussions about when 
and where articulations can be understood as political. These discussions 
have been important within both academic and activist contexts. 
 
The framework has become widespread in social sciences in recent 
decades, and its main theorist is Chantal Mouffe (1993, 2005). Mouffe 
clarifies the conceptualization of the political in several publications. She 
finds her influence in Heidegger and his distinction between the 
ontological and the ontic level of human existence, which in her discussion 
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are transferred to the level of politics. The political in this sense is 
considered to be the ontological level of politics, in other words the 
constitutive level of politics as such. The second level, the ontic level, is 
what she refers to as “politics”. “Politics” is what we understand as the 
normal functioning of political discourses and its institutions. What this 
argument brings to the discussion is the “contingent” nature of politics 
(Dahlgren, 2013a), which means that we, as analysts of political practices, 
have to consider where significant political struggles take place and not 
only stick to a reiterated idea of what politics is.  
 
The political is constituted where there is conflict on the surface of the 
social. The point is that there can only be politics where there is 
antagonism, whereby new identifications are possible through negations of 
old ones. In the context of this project, the political perspective has offered 
support and arguments for where relevant political projects to analyse can 
be found. It provides a focus on political identities and subjects that are 
strongly related to the core problem of the thesis’s interest in what 
participants become when they act through the media. In her 
conceptualization of the political, Mouffe argues for a non-essentialist 
understanding of political identities as something that emerges through 
discourse rather than being something that is essential. In situations in 
which the political is constituted, there will be dislocations of discourse in 
which those with an identity in relation to discourse are no longer 
recognized and thus are between identities. The dislocation of discourse 
thus enables new political identifications and new collective formations to 
evolve and be articulated (Stavrakakis, 1999).  
 
The quote from Stephen Coleman in the introduction resonates well with 
the political perspective, and he stresses the importance of contributing to 
an understanding of how the media enable those who refuse their given 
role, either as marginalized migrants or as everyday citizens, and who want 
to assert their political significance as people with something to say. To 
refute one’s given role implies dislocating one’s already-ascribed role in 
discourse and trying to reassert one’s significance through other than the 
given identities. This is the theoretical basis that was the principle for 
formulating the questions and context and seeking the cases.   
 
This theoretical foundation, or to some extent the lack of foundation, 
steered this dissertation in some different directions. In the two different 
analyses of Asylstafetten, the focus is on its participation through 
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journalism, as this was identified as its main area for media participation. 
Relating this case to the broader concept of the political, social movements 
addressing the rights of migrants and asylum seekers attract considerable 
interest within political theory. The appearance of migrants in political 
discourse occurs when people try to assert their right to exist within a 
symbolic space in which they formally do not belong (Arendt, 1958; Dikeç, 
2013; Rancière & Corcoran, 2010). They become what Jacques Rancière, 
in a somewhat similar conceptualization of the political, coins “the part of 
no part”. To represent the part of no part is, according to Rancière, to 
ascribe oneself as a subject in the symbolic in a way in which the 
established symbolic order does not register as intelligible or, as Rancière 
names it in his aesthetic terminology, as sensible. To enact the “part of no 
part” is to dislocate the symbolic and to make new formations possible. 
Dikeç (2013) beautifully asserts this line of thought from a similar 
perspective when he is talking about the figure of the migrant in the 
democratic symbolic space:  
 the emergence of this new political subjectivity, which was created through the 
actions of individuals who did not officially exist, who, nevertheless, were present 
in a “space of appearance”. Space of appearance, then, is not only a space where 
subjectivity is disclosed, but also one where political subjectivity is produced. 
(Dikeç, 2013, p. 86) 
The media, as such a space of appearance, thus produce political 
subjectivity and show what it is possible to be when appearing as political 
in the media, since such an appearance not only represents or reproduces an 
already-given identity but puts identity and identification as such into play 
and ready for contestation. 
 
The relation between the political and the empirical cases is present in all 
the papers. In paper II and IV, it is somewhat different and not as clearly 
linked to the aspect of political identities being outside and trying to enter, 
as in the case of migrant activists. Paper II, in which the focus is on how 
emotional language is used in the construction of political identities, shows 
that emotions have been left out of the discussion and emotional forms of 
identification as such confront the idea of what it means to be political in 
relation to the academic literature on politics in general (Ahmed, 2004; 
Coleman, 2013b). When emotions and emotionality are included, this is 
mostly through a moralist narrative, in which the emotional is seen as a 
deviation towards politics rather than as inherent to it. In this case, it is not 
the actor itself that is understood as the analytical “part of no part” but the 
emotions, as a modality of acting in political protest and confrontation with 
the place that they have in the discussion around politics. The third way in 
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which the political is at stake concerns the struggle of identities and 
identification itself, especially in the fourth paper, which takes its departure 
from a flux in the politics of identity, actualized through the last decades of 
computer-mediated communication (Papacharissi, 2011, 2012; van Dijck, 
2013; van Zoonen, 2013). Through the different studies, the political is 
confronted with the public on different levels. 
 
The mediality of the political – An agonistic public 
The media is a place in which publicness can be created. There are many 
ways in which the public have been understood and conceptualized 
throughout the history of this academic field. I will offer a 
conceptualization of the public in two parts: one that is in alignment with 
the perspective of the political and one that has a more pragmatic relation 
to the ways in which we can understand publics as the spaces in which 
politics is expressed. Oliver Marchart, writing about the media as a public 
space from a Mouffian perspective, argues that the media as public cannot 
be seen as an empty container that in itself is unrelated to what occurs 
inside it but a place in which antagonism, ways in which things could be 
otherwise, can be made visible: 
 A public sphere is nothing other than a space opened by the mediality of 
antagonism, a space wherein the very incompletion and ungrounded nature of any 
community is communicated. (Marchart, 2011, p. 79) 
This is much in line with the political perspective; it is also a perspective 
that echoes other authors’ understanding of the publicness of the media. 
While the media can be many things, they can also be a site for publicness 
that not only signifies identities in a limiting and ideological sense 
(Althusser, 2008; Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 2013) but 
also opens up for the antagonism of the political whereby our ideas about 
who and what we are seem to be incomplete and open to debate (Coleman 
& Ross, 2010). On the other hand, however, I situate this project in the 
midst of political communication as the empirical studies are concerned 
with journalism and social networking sites as possible sites for the 
political and publicness to take place. Therefore, while the political guides 
the choices made in terms of the political movements that are included, this 
idea of the mediality of the public therefore becomes the analytics with 
which media discourse is confronted. This analytics means that we are able 
to say something about the extent to which publics are agonistic and allow 
for performances of conflict rather than only reproducing hegemonic 
identities (Lünenborg & Raetzsch, 2018). This will be discussed further in 
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the concluding section in relation to the extent to which the different 
studies as a whole can contribute to this discussion about media and its 
publicness. 
 
Identities in media discourse 
Identity studies constitute a field of high complexity in terms of both its 
history and its contemporary field of employment, ranging from interest in 
the self, social groups, and the intersection of personal identity and social 
groups to the fragmented subjects in discourse (Wetherell, 2010). It 
involves the study of fragmented identity in discourse that glues together 
the different studies that in this strand of identity research are part of a 
research tradition that has “turned to the implications of what endured 
among this plurality, what became invisible, what was hegemonic and with 
what consequences” (p. 15). In the different papers, we present analyses of 
how political identity endures in media discourses and what is visible and 
not really visible, which forms of identities need to struggle to be visible, 
and what consequences that has for how we understand political 
engagement and what it can be. 
 
To say something about how political identities unfold in media discourses 
is to say a great deal about what it means to be political in contemporary 
democracy, as the public is continuously mediated. The aspects of being 
political put into focus in the papers deal with the figure of the political 
subject and what this figure is able to do, know, feel, and be. The different 
complex identities constructed in discourse, like the outcome of 
participation in these settings, give us variants of the possibilities and limits 
of participation in discourse. It is important to note that identity as well as 
subjectivity (i.e. the political subjects asserting their agency) should not be 
understood as a psychic and experienced internal feeling among those 
individual activists who in different ways are included in the study but as 
something registered in discourse (Edwards, 1997). This is important for 
two different reasons. The first reason is that I find it ethically dubious to 
ascribe experienced feelings to people who appear in media texts. 
Secondly, for the sake of the study of discourse, it is not self-evident that it 
would matter if the felt identity and the identity in discourse would differ. 
As this thesis deals with the way in which different political identities are 
made possible in discourse, it is important for epistemological reasons to 
point out what this design does not allow. However, there is important 
critical work guided by ethnographical designs on how participation in the 
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media is experienced and how it facilitates engagement (Couldry, 2000; 
Lomborg, 2014; Palmer, 2017; Vivienne, 2016). 
 
With that stated clearly enough, research on political identity emphasizes 
different aspects of the importance of identity in research on political 
agency. Some theorists (Amnå & Ekman, 2013; Dahlgren, 2009, 2013b) 
and researchers link the importance of political identity to the internalized 
idea that people have of themselves as political, not seldom of being 
knowledgeable about and able to make changes to the society in which they 
live (Amnå & Ekman, 2013; Doona, 2016; Ekström & Sveningsson, 2017). 
Rather than being in opposition to such research, I place myself alongside 
this tradition but adopt a stronger post-structuralist (Laclau & Mouffe, 
2001; Marchart, 2007; Stavrakakis, 1999) position in which emphasis is 
placed on the field of political action, in this case media discourse, rather 
than people’s experience and perceptions. However, this is an 
epistemological choice that can be seen as a complement to the research 
referred to above. Identities within the tradition with which I align myself 
are unstable and performative (Butler, 2005; Goffman, 1959). Likewise, 
they are not fully or at times even slightly voluntary (Costera Meijer & 
Baukje, 1998). They are enacted in as well as imposed by discourse. They 
are understood as a range of possibilities, which in their own way are 
related to the possibility to act in certain ways. The starting point, however, 
is that they are decentred and contingent, but the radical contingency of 
discourse and identities, and the study of it, inevitably also points to certain 
hegemonic forms of identity and identification in discourse that contribute 
to the discussion about what a citizen can be and what those who act 
politically have to become when they enter media discourse. Again, as with 
publics and publicness, there is an important dialectic in the theoretical 
understanding of identities as decentred, but they, in the context of the 
social and discursive settings, are rather structured. The dialectics in this 
analytical movement between the possibilities in identities and the 
structuration of discourse opens up for a discussion of the possibilities in 
which those who participate are and are allowed to be political in specific 
public settings. 
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Media discourse and how political identities 
come to matter 
One important surface on which these participatory identities take shape 
and come to matter is media discourse. Without downplaying all the 
different ways in which media matter in people’s lives, there is a constant 
in what it does, and that is to produce discourse. While discourse can be 
different things, the important thing that media discourse allows that is of 
particular interest to this thesis is “producing discourse of political 
(dis)engagement” (Ekström & Tolson, 2017, p. 1). Ekström and Tolson 
point to the importance of studying media discourse as a way of grasping 
how it constitutes and allows for political engagement. To a great extent, 
the figure of engagement can be shown in relation to what those who are 
supposed to be engaged become through this intersection of acting and 
discourse. Media as discourse provides a comprehensible analytical scope 
for analysing action, knowledge, and emotions. While it is important to 
acknowledge the importance of the non-discursive, one major point of this 
dissertation is to show that it is through the layer of discourse that the 
relevant aspect of the social is presented to us. On the basis of 
epistemological coherence, I have therefore chosen to stay close to the 
discursive. One could without doubt have considered other ways of 
conceptualizing media and its relation to political identity actions that 
would have been of relevance, such as “media as practice” (Couldry, 
2004).  
 
The studies are bound together through discourse, as it has theoretical and 
empirical implications for all the studies at the level of theory and 
methodology as well as in terms of the empirical data. One reason to 
highlight the importance of discourse is to place this project in the 
productive research field that studies the intersection of politics in a wider 
sense and its relation to media discourse (Ekström, 2002; Ekström & 
Tolson, 2017; Fairclough, 1995; Hutchby, 2006; Tolson & Ekström, 2013). 
 
A critical adventure  
The interdisciplinary field of discourse studies in general and critical 
discourse studies in particular has been very productive in studying the 
relation between social structures and texts. Media and communication 
studies occupy a privileged place in this field, as media texts are often 
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immediately available to researchers (Talbot, 2007). The combination of 
the availability of data and the theoretical argumentation for the importance 
of texts gives us ways to cope with the wider social implications of media 
texts. As I will try to show, this combination builds an important basis for 
why the framework of critical discourse analysis is contributing to the 
problem at hand. The relation to CDA is not as strongly articulated in all of 
the different papers, but they are all associated with more general and 
programmatic ideas formulated within the field of CDA. I will draw on 
Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; 
Fairclough, 1992) to situate the theoretical and epistemological scope of the 
thesis as a whole as well as to address the aspects of this model that are 
implicated in the different papers. 
 
The tradition of critical discourse analysis (CDA), being a broad umbrella 
tradition for the interest of studying discourse in its social contexts, takes 
into account both the structural and the textual aspect of discourse in the 
analysis of specific texts. Fairclough offers, in an influential account, an 
analytical scheme of discourse that is divided into three different 
dimensions, all dialectically related to each other, that the researcher as 
CDA analyst has to take into consideration. These dimensions are the 
social practice (socio-cultural practice), discursive practice, and text. The 
level of social or socio-cultural practice corresponds to the level of wider 
social structures that needs to be theorized to understand and the social 
aspect of discourse. The level of discursive practice is the institutional 
structures and routines in which discourse is produced and consumed.  
 
To discuss the ways in which the relation between the three-dimensional 
model in CDA and the different analyses is materialized, I will use a 
metaphor and treat the model as something sticky, which sticks in different 
ways to analytical objects in the different studies. By sticky I refer to how 
these dimensions should be seen as analytical concepts that glue together 
levels of analysis with different kinds of text and contexts. The dialectics of 
the three-dimensional model should be understood in such a way that, if we 
want to say something about discourse as a social phenomenon, we have to 
integrate the analysis of text into a wider framework in which the 
discursive practice and social practice are taken into account. If we want to 
say something about how texts and discursive practices are constitutive as 
well as disruptive of norms and ideas in society, it is especially important 
to have a sociological as well as a theoretical idea of the constitution of 
such norms and ideas. Much of the work within CDA argues that we 
understand the importance of how ideologies, for example neoliberal, 
 16 
 
sexist, racist, and post-political ideologies, are (re)produced in media 
discourse. This is important work as it shows, when at its best, in detail, 
how social systems of domination and power relations are intertwined in 
everyday and institutional language use. While I undoubtably place myself 
within this tradition, I also want to emphasize that discursive practices can 
disrupt and complicate ideas and norms. In addition, to relate CDA to the 
political, the latter is one such theoretical ground for pointing questions at 
discourse and the way in which it allows political conflict and its subjects 
to appear. Discourse also presents fissures and cracks, which point to the 
incomplete relation between social structures and discursive practices 
(Macgilchrist, 2011).  
 
All the four papers present studies of discursive practices through the 
analysis of text. Two of them include analyses of journalistic discourse, 
derived from both print and radio, and two of the analyses are texts from 
different aspects of Twitter discourse. The different types of text analysed 
in the papers are constituted through different discursive practices, which 
need further discussion in a few important ways. The specifics of the 
discursive practices are elaborated in each paper, but they are also raised 
here against the background of the more general problem. 
 
Media discourse as a place of political engagement  
 ... it is the attributes of the (mediated) discursive environment itself that becomes 
pertinent. These shape the character of the political field, as well as the specific 
contours of the civic subject in concrete situations. (Dahlgren, 2012, p. 83) 
In alignment with Peter Dahlgren’s argument in the quote above, the reason 
to give media discourse a privileged place is that media as discourse shapes 
our understanding of politics as a practice; more specifically, and important 
for our discussions about political identities, it give us the contours of those 
who are acting politically in specific situations. Media discourse can imply 
many different settings, and in this thesis I attempt to focus on two 
important public settings through which people undoubtedly are acting 
politically. The choice of including these two discursive settings in this 
project should not be seen as facilitating a mere comparison between the 
two. As the subject matter, political identities in media discourse, is a little 
like a moving target, the thesis is also highly motivated to study a moving 
target in different settings and to provide insight into the ways in which 
identities are both hegemonic and disruptive in two different settings. First, 
journalism, in the tradition of media and communication studies in general 
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and political communication specifically, has had a privileged role in many 
countries and contexts. Second, social networks, and more specifically 
Twitter, have become a predominant setting to study when it comes to 
political communication in a broad sense. Below I will give an account of 
the relevant discursive practices in each setting, while the end of this 
chapter concludes with a discussion of the common and different 
characteristics of the “social practice” of these settings. As such, the two-
sided empirical focus is first of all not theoretically but empirically 
motivated, as these are discursive settings in which these practices are 
taking place as well as settings with which media and communication 
studies are occupied.   
 
Journalistic discourse – Doing, knowing, and talking 
I will now discuss how the dimensions in CDA stick to the empirical 
analyses in the articles, in which journalism as discourse is in focus. In 
Papers I and III, the discursive practice is constituted of news journalism in 
which activists are acting as sources and interviewees. The activists are 
here subjected to different negotiations in terms of what they are able to be 
and say. In the first paper, in which I analyse print newspapers, the focus is 
on how knowledge and political efficacy are expressed. In Paper III, in 
which radio interviews with activists are featured, the analytical focus is on 
how the interviewed subject is constituted, with a focus on the complex and 
fragile process in which one can speak about others and oneself. The 
dimension of discursive practice in these two papers can be found in the 
vast literature on how journalism as a practice is to a great extent occupied 
with protecting its own boundaries and how journalism and its sources are 
bound up in relations of power (Hopmann & Shehata, 2011; Kroon Lundell 
& Eriksson, 2010; Schudson, 2012; Thorbjørnsrud & Ustad Figenschou, 
2014). The relations of power between the journalist and the interviewee as 
the source are intertwined in political, technical, and professional 
structures, in which the source or interviewee and his or her discursive 
participation are made possible but at the same time conditioned by these 
structures.  
 
Previous research shows how and in which ways news journalism is highly 
integrated into the hegemonic idea of politics and represents political actors 
(Cammaerts, 2012; Fairclough, 1995; Hallin, 1989; Hearns-Branaman, 
2013; Jacobsson, 2016; Markham, 2014). The consequence of some of this 
research is that journalism is a public discourse in which intelligible 
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politics is mainly limited to that of institutionalized, predominantly 
parliamentary politics. As such, journalism, it is claimed, echoes the “post-
democratic” (Crouch, 2004) or “post-political” (Mouffe, 2005) tendencies 
in society, concepts that point out how politics represses conflict and denies 
political change. In relation to political movements, this post-political 
internalization in journalistic practice leads to a difficulty for journalism, 
seen as a profession, to understand as well as making intelligible demands, 
hopes, and dreams of radical political movements, as these are either not 
understood or not seen as legitimate when they are cut off from legitimate 
spheres of politics (Hearns-Branaman, 2013). What is shown in the two 
papers is that the post-political horizon structures the possible political 
identities that activists can enact in their participation in journalism. 
 
Knowledge has increasingly become its own site of conflict in recent years 
(Dahlgren, 2018), and mainstream journalism has been placed at the centre 
of these conflicts, being a common target for nationalist groups, for 
example. However, the epistemology of journalism itself is important to 
discuss, as it cuts right across the discussions about what it is possible to 
claim and from which position within journalistic discourse (Ekström, 
2002). In the context of the two studies on journalism, the epistemics of 
journalism is not in crisis but belongs to a rather traditional news 
journalistic position, which in turn becomes interesting as those activists 
who are trying to make claims are confronted with the strong modality of 
knowledge claims found in journalism, one that is highly important in the 
constitution of journalistic identity and ideology (Ekström, 2002; 
Schudson, 2012). 
 
Twitter discourse – Feelings and identities in 
communicative capitalism  
At the risk of stating the obvious, political participation in and through 
social network services in general and Twitter in particular offers us 
something different from what we consider to be traditional journalism. 
Keeping the idea of Fairclough’s dimensions as sticky, it is inevitable that 
Twitter discourse has analytical as well as textual aspects to it that will be 
stuck to the surface of the three dimensions, which are different from those 
of journalism. The discursive practice of a tweet or a Twitter profile is 
rather different from what we are interested in when we are studying print 
or broadcast journalism, even with similar overarching search questions. 
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Critical scholarship on social network sites (Couldry, 2014; Dean, 2010; 
Fuchs, 2013) is to a large extent occupied with political economy. The 
reasons for this should be understood against the background of how these 
networks are embedded within a predominantly global corporate sphere of 
capital. SNSs are not only embedded into global capitalism in a more 
radical sense than traditional media but have also become one of the most 
important financial drivers in contemporary capitalism, which puts these at 
a different structural economical level from mainstream journalism. Even 
though the economic structures in themselves constitute the object of study 
for the thesis, critical discourse analysis prompts the analyst to include 
relevant social structures that are important to the constitution of a specific 
discourse. As such, it is necessary to raise some of the predominant 
discussions about the economic aspects of this communicative system. One 
of the most influential critics of the role of capitalism in structuring politics 
in the digital age is Jodi Dean. She names the era of capitalism in which we 
find ourselves “communicative capitalism”, which she argues is a  
 strange convergence of democracy and capitalism, in networked communications 
and entertainment media. On the one hand, networked communications 
technologies materialize the values heralded as central to democracy. Democratic 
ideals of access, inclusion, discussion, and participation are realized in and through 
expansions and intensifications of global telecommunication networks. On the 
other hand, the speed, simultaneity, and interconnectivity of electronic 
communications produce massive distortions and concentrations of wealth as 
communicative exchanges and their technological preconditions become 
commodified and capitalized. (Dean, 2010, p. 4) 
This long quote captures not only her critical position but also much of 
what has attracted both critique and, perhaps even more, fantasies about 
how the advent of social networks could save a democracy in crisis. 
Fantasies about access and inclusion as well as participation colonized the 
discussions about social networks for a long time, while the voices that 
emphasize the accelerated temporality and the commodification of 
communication have become louder in recent decades (Kaun, 2016). As 
already noted, the socio-economic aspects of social networks do not have 
strong operational value in the empirical studies, but they are an important 
structuring factor for the way in which participation is possible through 
social networks and for the choices of analytical focus that will be argued 
for below. To analyse and discuss the role of emotions and identification in 
political participation on social network sites, this level of analysis is of 
importance.    
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The emotive social networks 
One of the most prevalent discussions in recent years about politics in 
general and politics on social networks more specifically concerns the 
worrying echoes of the increasing presence of emotions in public discourse. 
This is often linked to the growing fear of what is often condensed as 
“populism”. I will not discuss this specific debate about emotions and 
populism, as it lacks relevance to the thesis. Rather, I will point to the 
different ways offered by research to understand the emergence of feelings 
in public settings, such as social network sites, and the political and 
democratic consequences of this emergence. As noted before, much of the 
literature on political communication is devoid of emotions, but there is a 
growing quantity of literature dealing with public feelings (Burkitt, 2014; 
Coleman, 2013b; Frosh, 2011; Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2001; 
Papacharissi, 2015; Staiger, Cvetkovich, & Reynolds, 2010; Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2016). In the increasingly vast and diverse literature on public 
feelings, the emotional aspect is understood both as something that enables 
people to create bonds of solidarity (Papacharissi, 2015) and as the only 
possible modality of response in contemporary public space, a space made 
up of social networks that demands instant reaction from its users and in 
which deliberation becomes impossible (Dean, 2010). Emotions become a 
modality in SNSs that has structured much of the talk and as such is an 
important aspect of the discursive practice dimension of SNSs in general 
and Twitter specifically.  
 
Identification in crisis on social networks  
The politics of identity, as well as identity politics, has attracted a 
substantial amount of interest both in the public debate and in research, 
since computer-mediated communication and social networks, in their 
different incarnations, have turned the concept of identity on its head more 
than once. This extends from the early emphasis on the limitless 
opportunities to express and play with one’s identity in unprecedented 
manners (Turkle, 1995) to the contemporary moral panic about the loss of 
authenticity of users whereby commentators imagine a dark environment 
full of trolls and predators lurking behind the screen, not to mention non-
human bots (van Zoonen, 2013). Identity and the problem of identification 
have thus come to be at the centre of important debates concerning online 
security, authenticity, fake news, and integrity. They are further discussed 
in terms of what happens with the political figure in this context in which 
social networks offer quite wide possibilities for people to define 
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themselves in the way that they want to while at the same time 
governments and business models promote ideas that users should identify 
and define themselves in accordance with these norms.  
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Methodological reflections  
The process of writing a doctoral thesis in the form of a compilation of 
papers had its impact on the methodological choices. Not every choice was 
predetermined from the beginning of the process, which demanded a 
pragmatic rather than a programmatic stance in relation to the choices of 
empirical data as well as the methodological framework. As already noted 
in the rather extensive chapter on media discourse, the methodological 
choices are discourse oriented and guided by critical discourse analysis as a 
framework for thinking about and relating the analysis of texts to wider 
social practices and relations based on theories for understanding these 
relations in the literature. However, this approach demands that these 
relations between text and wider social practices are studied. This relation 
is, however, different in the individual papers. The methodological 
strategies were chosen to encompass the differences in each paper and the 
research questions, but perhaps even more important for the choice of 
method was the nature of the empirical data for each of the studies. The 
discursive practices in the different settings have already been discussed, 
but the methodological implications of this and the basis of the choices 
made will be discussed in this chapter.  
 
As already noted, the studies all offer implications for how identities in 
discourse structure participants’ possibilities to appear as political. I will 
present the analytical concepts used in each paper and point out the ways in 
which they help to explicate the joint questions of the thesis. Paper I 
includes an analysis of modality, which, in critical discourse studies 
(Fairclough, 1992; Machin & Mayr, 2012), is an important analytical 
concept when analysing how authority or legitimacy is enacted in discourse 
in relation to speaker identities. Modality in discourse should be understood 
more specifically as the strength with which something is expressed. 
Fairclough argues that the study of modality makes it possible to analyse 
how personal and social identities are textured in discourse “in the sense 
that what you commit yourself to is a significant part of what you are” 
(Fairclough, 2003, p. 166). This analysis is conducted in relation to the 
speaker identities of activists in printed news discourse with a focus on 
how political claims and dreams as well as knowledge are expressed by 
activists in quotes and accounts of their claims made by journalists in 
Swedish news articles. Paper II studies Twitter discourse and as such deals 
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with a different discursive practice. The unit of analysis in this case is 
individual tweets and the use of emotional language. As in Paper I, Paper II 
points in a similar way to a specific expression, knowledge, political hope, 
and efficacy in Paper I and emotions in Paper II and the way in which these 
expressions construct different political identities. They deal with different 
discursive settings but share a common focus on the “ideational” (Halliday, 
1978) level of political discourse. That is, both these papers are mainly 
interested in the kind of politics that is constructed through the identities, 
and the political identities are related to the ideational content of discourse.  
 
This relationship is tilted in Papers III and IV and, while they also differ 
from each other in terms of the discursive context, they share that they are 
both concerned with the direct analytical confrontation of participatory 
identities in discourse (Goffman, 1959). Paper III is based on an analysis of 
news radio interviews and how activists who are interviewed negotiate 
between the possibility to talk about others and the possibility to talk about 
themselves. In this sense, the focus is turned from the political as content to 
the political and discursive aspects of participatory identities themselves. In 
Paper IV, this focus returns as it studies the ways in which people who talk 
about political issues present themselves on Twitter. Both these papers 
point to the inherent (im)possibilities in different discursive settings for 
people to be political as such rather than to be by claiming facts, desiring 
change, or feeling public love, sorrow, and rage. If it would be possible to 
say that we have one disparate analysis at hand, it concerns the precarity of 
how identities come into being through political knowing, feeling, and 
being.  
 
Sampling 
In the selection of cases as well as the empirical focus of the cases, there 
were several objectives to take into account. As already stated, I started my 
path with the case Asylstafetten without knowing how far that would take 
me or what would follow. After conducting interviews with the group as 
well as participating in their manifestation, I came to understand that, for 
this particular group, the most important media discourse practice was their 
interaction with news journalists. What this meant for the forthcoming 
studies was that I needed to move my focus to other discourses of political 
participation, as I wanted to include more than one media discourse as the 
empirical basis for my work. The second site of participatory discourse was 
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found on Twitter regarding the event Kämpa Malmö. It came from taking a 
course on the sociology of emotions during which I became interested in 
the role that emotions play in online discourse on political protest. This 
made me consider possible empirical cases. Kämpa Malmö seemed to be a 
rich and interesting case to study in that it was both tragic and euphoric in 
its expression. The third scene and sampling were at the same time more 
difficult and easier to motivate. For the fourth paper, I wanted a broader 
sample of Twitter accounts that did not belong to a specific political 
movement. Simultaneously, I wanted to limit my study to a political 
context that was familiar to the other three studies. As such, I decided to 
sample accounts based on the interaction with a few strategically chosen 
accounts, all engaged in different parts of the antiracist left in Sweden. The 
different sampling strategies were separate and dependent on what might 
be the most valid empirical data to analyse in relation to the specific 
research interest.  
 
Concluding remarks  
The most important aspect of this text is the bringing together of the 
different studies to show that they are part of a joint project while being 
both similar to and different from each other. If we understand the different 
papers as standpoints from which we can observe something emerge, this is 
what I will try to achieve in this section. What remains is to highlight the 
most important conclusions that can be drawn from the project as a whole. 
There are important common and separate conclusions to be drawn; some 
are tied to one or more study and some are common to all of them. The first 
attempt is to tie together and give order to the disparate case studies of 
identities in discourse. The second aims to emphasize the precarious state 
of political identities as such and a call for continuous interest in the space 
between participatory practices and mediated identities and to resist making 
participants’ positions essential as we analyse political events.  
 
Political identities – A matter of mediated discourse and 
action  
One important conclusion derived from the different analyses is that 
political participatory identities are contingent on (media) discourse. From 
the start of this project, this was an important problem and to some extent a 
normative departure to delve into political identities at the surface of the 
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discourse and to try to understand how these are shifting in their making 
rather than a way to adhere to ideal types or fixed models of political 
identities. The relation between the media, as both a space in which 
discourse circulates and as a public in which action is undertaken, and the 
figure of the political participant are strong in the fields that are engaged 
with civic and political participation. Questions such as how media 
facilitate or offer informational depth and width for people as citizens to be 
able to make electoral decisions (Asp, 2007) or how forms of participation 
do or do not reach the ideal type models offered by political theory are very 
important (Carpentier, 2011). However, what these very different fields of 
research share is a rather fixed idea of the political subject and what it is 
supposed to be. This thesis has, through the different papers, shown how 
media discourse configures political identities in different ways, with some 
different implications for the kinds of subject that appear, for example the 
knowing, the passionate, and those who are not allowed to know but are 
allowed to feel or witness: the individual and the collective identities 
emerging from public appearance.  
 
What I also try to show is how using different methodologies and 
theoretical foci highlights slightly different aspects of what we learn about 
political identities. If we are zooming in on the expression of knowing in 
journalism, political identities will have a specific horizon, as emotions on 
Twitter will show other parts of the processes of identification. While these 
might be somewhat bland results, one can think about them as representing 
what Vattimo (2012) in philosophy calls “weak thought”, as an ethical 
principle in presenting the cracks and impossibilities rather than the big 
eternal answers and being aware of what it cannot and will not say.  
 
A precarious democratic subject  
The main contribution stemming from taking a discursive approach to 
political identities is to complicate the way in which identity is made in the 
media. We need to be careful about making too simplistic assumptions 
about those who make their voices heard in public or what they need to 
become in undertaking this, and there is a necessary precarious quality to 
become political. This line of thought runs through a more general scene in 
which these studies should have a place. It puts it right at the centre of the 
discussion about what the democratic subject is and the implications for 
mediated political identities. The political subject that tries to emerge in the 
practices analysed in the different papers are precarious in their different 
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ways, but they are precarious and in need of mediation to exist and through 
mediation and discourse they are also made both possible and impossible; 
they need to struggle in and through their existence.   
 
I will not enter into all the intricate discussions on this matter, and it will 
become obvious that the essence of this subject, which is supported by all 
the studies, should not be sought after directly and in itself. Important 
support for this can be found in Judith Butler’s work. To point to who is 
political at a certain moment and in a certain context should not be a 
nominalist adventure. Discussing public assemblies and the ways in which 
they are democratic, she states: 
 So, apart from the nominalists who think that democracies are those forms of 
government called democracies, there are discursive strategists who rely on modes 
of public discourse, marketing, and propaganda to decide the question of which 
states and which popular movements will or will not be called democratic. (Butler, 
2015, p. 3) 
The democratic political subject is not static; rather, it is important to 
emphasize its precarious form and the fact that it has to perform itself every 
time in every new context. If we then return to the different papers and the 
analyses of a few different forms of performance and their im(mediate) 
discursive context, we can see how the precariousness of the subject is 
shaped and understood differently. The form of journalism and the relation 
between activist and journalist as well as journalism as discourse are 
creating different limits from which the democratic subject can emerge 
from Twitter. What these media discourses have in common is that they 
place the subject in a precarious state, however different they may be. 
Therefore, I would like to propose that, rather than pushing research in the 
direction of the nominalist strategy, I argue for continuous research on the 
precarious forms of appearance, as, when we describe the ways in which 
things are precarious, we can grasp so much more about the enacted 
identities and their contexts and how they cut through each other.  
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Introduction 
Political protest and journalism share a troubled past. This troubled relationship 
has been identified and discussed by scholars for some time (Cammaerts, 2012, 
2013; Cammaerts, Mattoni, & McCurdy, 2013; Gitlin, 1980). Previous research 
has emphasized the distortion and unjust reporting of activist messages in 
mainstream media. Security and policing discourses and frames have dominated 
journalistic reporting of political protests, especially those protests considered 
violent or threatening to public order (Cammaerts, 2012; Cammaerts et al., 
2013; Halloran, Elliott, & Murdock, 1970; Persson, 2014). As such, both media 
coverage and scholarly criticism have shaped the relationship between 
mainstream media and activism; they have also guided the scholarly discussions 
on the topic (Carpentier, 2009). The body of research on this topic clearly shows 
how political activism and pro- tests are caught in several ideological dilemmas 
in news discourse. Where the use of contentious violence on the part of the 
activists may be a smart strategic choice to attract attention from news media 
(Cammaerts, 2013), such events are most often defined by ‘elite sources’ (Hall, 
Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 2013), and most often by police 
spokespersons and not by the activists themselves. The other side of the same 
paradoxical scheme is that, when protests are not spectacular, either not made up 
of a huge mass of participants or not characterized by violence, they will 
probably not be reported on at all. 
Studying the exceptions to this paradoxical scheme, where events attract media 
attention and where activists are able to define the event to a larger extent, can 
contribute to a more complex idea about the relationship between news media 
and political activism. This article presents an analysis of media coverage of 
such an event. This event, Asylstafetten, has received quite a lot of attention 
from news media, while being spectacular in its own way: it has not been 
contentious or violent. In this case, we therefore have media coverage in which 
activists are able to speak for themselves. The article is oriented analytically 
around the conditions of such speech. 
The analysis is guided by a critical discourse analytical (CDA) approach of how 
Asylstafetten, this migrant activist group, is positioned as actors with something 
to say in Swedish newspapers. The analysis can help to further discussions of 
the implications of mediation and political activism in general. The article 
makes clear that journalistic discourse has different possibilities to position 
actors with uncertain political identities. Different representations of the 
relationships between the activists and journalists, on the one hand, and activists 
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and the political, on the other, are constructed throughout the text; this further 
points to the possibilities and limitations inherent in mediation on the part of 
activism and social movements, but it also points to the identity of journalism in 
a post- political setting (Couldry, 2010; Crouch, 2004; Mouffe, 2005). The main 
objective of the article is, through a limited case study, to understand the 
limitations and possibilities of activist discourse within journalistic discourse. 
The analysis presents the ways in which Asylstafetten activists are positioned in 
relation to knowledge as well as in terms of political possibilities and 
imaginaries. 
Theoretical section – journalism and the political 
Post-political and the political 
This article aims to better understand how different voices in the press can be 
seen as political or not, or formulated differently, what different discursive 
positions enable actors to be political through articulation. Utterances made by 
activists to and in the press will be studied here, through the lens of ‘the 
political’. To gain a better understanding, activism will be situated within the 
political landscape as well as in relation to journalistic discourse. The post-
political (Mouffe, 2005; Žižek, 2009), or the post-democratic (Crouch, 2004), 
state of contemporary late capitalism has been said to displace the division 
between left and right, a state where the conflictual space in politics has 
diminished (Beck, 1998) or has been transferred to the sphere of culture and 
morality (Mouffe, 2005). This is described as a political configuration, where 
parliamentary politics circle around centrist politics, and one-issue activism on 
identity and consumer choices is dominating the political arena (Giddens, 1994). 
Most characteristic in this diagnosis is that it omits a space for political and 
discursive conflict, a space its critics claim is constitutive of politics per se. As a 
response and critique to this socio-political trend, as well to the scholarly 
diagnosis of this trend, what has been termed the post-foundational theoretical 
strand (see discussion in Macgilchrist, 2011) has reoriented the questions around 
the political and ways to inquire what constitutes ‘the political’. 
In this strand of theoretical development and its analytical employment, focus is 
on ruptures and antagonisms as constitutive of the social, and thus of politics. In 
this line of reasoning, where we can include theorists such as Laclau and Mouffe 
(2001), Rancière (1999, 2007a, 2010), Butler (1999), Mouffe (2005) and Lefort 
(1988) among others, it is important to focus on possible fractures and fissures in 
discourse, or the specific discursive ways of covering up such antagonisms made 
possible through different discourses. In this article, the specific discourse under 
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study is the journalistic discourse on activism. One important difference in 
introducing this interpretative framework in relation to other frameworks on 
politics is that it is not just a matter of the topic of ‘politics’ which is political, 
but rather it is the instability in the discursive order which is leading us to say 
something about ‘the political’. This framework gives primacy to the political 
dimension and suggests that social systems and discourse ‘are always vulnerable 
to those forces that are excluded’ (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000, p. 4). The 
dialectical mode in which discourse constitutes, and is constituted by, social and 
discursive interaction is also found in the work of Chouliaraki and Fairclough 
(1999) and Fairclough (1989, 1995) and in critical discourse studies in general. 
However, in Fairclough (1989, 1995), focus has been less on the antagonistic 
nature of the political, than on what constitutes social relationships and stabilizes 
them. The vantage point here is the political, a political critique, through which 
news discourse is understood. 
What differentiates post-foundational thinking from, for example, a critical 
Habermasian view of discourse is the understanding of what constitutes a 
consensus. The Habermasian view presents consensus as something oriented 
towards an ‘ideal speech situation of undistorted communication’ (Macgilchrist, 
2011, p. 3), whereas post-foundational thinking more strongly understands 
consensus as the result of hegemonic struggles, concealing its own traces of 
discursive conflict. In a similar vein, this article incorporates the idea of the 
political as always disruptive. Studying the ways in which news reporting on 
activism conceals such possible disruptions in discourse, or how it makes them 
visible, or the ways in which they are handling uncertainty, constitutes a critical 
‘political’ inquiry into journalistic discourse. Research on the political and 
journalistic discourse is then primarily focused on the ways in which this 
specific genre represses or enables ‘political’ moments, which are characterized 
by ‘recalling that it could all be otherwise’ (Macgilchrist, 2011, p. 7). I am 
following Macgilchrist (2011) when she argues, ‘what this leads to is a radically 
new conception of the role of journalism in the political’, where journalism 
studies have ‘tended to privilege politics over the political’ (p. 7). On the other 
hand, she notices how much of the previous research on media and hegemony 
has tended to focus primarily on the ‘securing consensus for the already 
dominant elites’ (Macgilchrist, 2011, p. 10) and how this is commonly done 
through discursive practices and choices. This latter focus is intact throughout 
the article; however, as will be shown throughout the analysis, by studying a 
case and a material which is situated outside the ontic sphere of politics, it will 
also open up an understanding of the ontological conditions of the political in 
journalistic discourse. The ways in which conflicts are contained rather than 
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instigated in the journalistic discourse are presented through the findings section. 
Here, it is fruitful to draw attention to Rancière’s concept of ‘distribution of the 
sensible’ (Rancière, 1999) to grasp the ‘political’ and the ‘hegemonic’ moments 
of appearance in the text. The ways in which activists appear and speak in the 
articles will provide insights into the configuration of journalism as a space for 
political or disruptive verification, as well as the reproduction of ideological or 
policing relationships. 
Positioning in journalistic discourse and its ideological 
functioning 
One way of structuring the relationship between news journalism and other 
social actors such as its sources and its audience is to do it by capturing how 
different forms of knowing can be expressed and how such expressions are 
binding different social actors together. In this article, this will be 
conceptualized as ‘epistemic positions’. Epistemic relationships between 
journalists and activists become extra interesting as an analytical strategy in this 
particular case, as one of the most recurring strategies of the activist is that they 
want to ‘inform people’ about the situation in which asylum seekers live. In 
relation to this specificity in this case, it is interesting to observe how journalistic 
discourse invites or guards its own privileged position in relation to knowledge 
when activists are articulating themselves in terms of counter-discursive 
knowledge claims. 
Through the control of knowledge in journalistic discourse, journalism has 
guarded its borders towards other professions, as well as its audiences and 
sources (Lewis, 2012; Tuchman, 1972). Such boundary work is both an internal 
and external matter. It is characterized by internal journalistic ideology (Deuze, 
2005; Hallin, 1992), but is also sustained through its relationship with other 
actors such as sources and readers, not least through the journalistic product. 
The ways such relationships are (re)produced discursively on the level of 
journalistic texts will be displayed throughout the following analysis. 
We also have to consider how journalism is related to political activism and the 
ways in which research on journalism and its professional ideological identity 
can help us to understand the analysis presented below, especially in terms of 
how the discursive in the text can be related to ideological configurations within 
journalism per se. Markham (2014) discusses how journalism as a genre has 
been unable to engage with dissensual politics, with a specific focus on the last 
years of political unrest throughout the western world. This inability, he 
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suggests, more than being only a sign of the instrumentalization of a certain 
form of economic regime under which journalism to a great extent exists, is a 
form of ideological limitation within the profession. What he suggests is that the 
journalistic professional identity is guarded by a hesitance to confidently deal 
with issues outside given spheres of political intelligibility. Such inhibition, he 
says, is not based on personal lack of intelligibility on the part of the individual 
journalists, who, according to Markham, many times have proved to be 
conscious of the nature of political dissent, but that they act unknowingly, 
nonetheless. Hearns-Branaman (2013) suggests that we should understand the 
typical and strong and rejective rendering of the politically marginal by 
journalists in accordance with how the dominant professional ideology 
functions: 
Journalists do not need to believe that their professional norms are correct or that 
they actually produce their desired result, they just need to behave as if they do. 
(Hearns-Branaman, 2013, p. 32)  
Ideology, here journalistic professional ideology, functions most strongly when 
there is a gap between the professional and cynical rejection of such ideals. As 
such, this gap is not simply a deviation from the norms, but is fundamentally 
constitutive of journalistic discourse (Carpentier & Trioen, 2010). 
Empirical data and methodology 
Critical discourse analysis 
The findings presented below are the result of the analysis of 30 individual news 
articles published in Swedish print newspapers. The articles have been collected 
from coverage of the march conducted by Asylstafetten during the summer of 
2014. The articles have been collected from various newspapers, in most cases, 
local and regional. The data are analysed through a CDA framework as offered 
by Fairclough (1989, 1992, 1995), but with a focus on certain forms of socio-
political issues, through which we can understand the discursive peculiarities 
identified in the analysis. 
Fairclough’s model gives us an analytical scheme on three different levels. 
Apart from the textual event, in this case, the news articles, the analytical 
approach contains the level of discursive practice as well as that of social 
practice. The extra-linguistically interpretive framework through which the 
textual analysis can be understood was introduced above in the theoretical 
section. In this sense, the linguistic features should be dialectically understood in 
relation to the concepts introduced above, those concerning the political and 
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journalistic ideology. The discussion that follows from the findings will 
incorporate the three levels of analysis. 
The textual analysis is mainly concerned with the study of epistemic and 
dynamic modality (Machin & Mayr, 2012). What interests such analysis is how 
social actors in the text are positioned linguistically in relation to claims and 
statements. The aim of this analytical strategy is to grasp the relationship 
between journalism as an institution, and discursive machinery and activists as 
social actors. What is of particular interest here is to see what kind of claims it is 
possible to make and from what discursive position. One important critical 
feature of which we can gain a better understanding through this analysis is the 
speaker’s identity in a given discursive setting, as modality ‘[ … ] is important 
in the texturing of identities, both personal and social, in the sense that what you 
commit yourself to is a significant part of what you are’ (Fairclough, 2003, p. 
166). What will be shown later is how the use of a specific modality produces 
different kinds of activist identity, which have different relations to knowing and 
political change. The analysis of activist identity in news journalism is giving us 
insight into what they are considered to be and what they are considered to know 
and are able to achieve. 
The analysis of epistemic modality (Machin & Mayr, 2012) more specifically 
takes an interest in how different actors are related to claims made by different 
actors in the texts and thus systematically points to the way that the speakers are 
allowed to express certainty in the text. More specifically, this is basically 
conducted through the study of the statements based on knowledge claims. 
Examples of high epistemic modality could be found in a sentence like ‘The 
protest was violently disrupted by the police’ where the same event could be 
described with a low modality sentence like the following one, ‘According to 
some protesters, police officers used excessive force during the protest.’ Further 
than statements themselves, important also is the context of quotations, how 
quotations are introduced and commented on in the text. When we study the 
tension between quotations and their context, we can see how journalist and 
source are inter-twined in an epistemic relationship. 
As knowledge is organized through modalities of certainty, political action and 
the political horizon have their own modality. To capture the relationship 
between the statement and its contextual political significance, I make use of the 
analysis of its dynamic modality, which indicates the ‘ability to complete an 
action or the likelihood of events’ (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 187). Through 
looking at the dynamic modalities of statements on political action, we can 
understand what it is possible to say about action and events in news texts about 
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such actions and events. The analysis of dynamic modality in statements about 
political events and action is interested in studying the ways in which 
journalistic discourse governs the public imaginary, through the reporting of 
activism. For example, high dynamic modality in this context could be 
exemplified by a sentence like ‘The protests will impact the new policy on…’ 
and low modality with ‘Protesters believes that politicians might listen to them’. 
In other words, such imaginary produces as well as reproduces the possibilities 
and limitations of certain types of activism. Ascribing possibilities and 
limitations marks the boundaries between the impossible and the possible. 
Research questions 
Q1. What forms of knowing and knowledge are related to the expressions made 
by activists? 
Q2. What forms of political significance are attributed to the activists in news 
reporting?  
Q3. What kind of political subjectivity is Asylstafetten given within news 
discourse? 
Case contextualization 
To understand the case under study, some contextualization is inevitable. In the 
summer of 2013, activists mainly based in Malmö, Sweden, began to march 
against the conditions under which asylum seekers and undocumented migrants 
live. The manifestation was called Asylstafetten (in English: the Asylum March) 
and took the form of a collective march, where activists walked from Malmö, in 
the south of Sweden, to Stockholm. The distance, approximately seven hundred 
kilometres, was covered in 33 days. During the walk, a core group of activists 
sought shelter in several different cities and towns, where they staged local 
events with local activists and where they sought local attention from residents 
and local media. In 2014, activists decided to repeat the march, but this time 
from Malmö to the holiday island Gotland, where the annual political event 
Almedalsveckan was taking place. Almedalsveckan is an event both 
increasingly popular and increasingly despised in contemporary political and 
media domains; it is described as a media event or a ‘spectacle’ (Wendt, 2012) 
where private encounters between journalists, lobbyists, activists and politicians 
are on public display. 
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Findings 
Struggle over epistemic positions in news journalism 
This section is concerned with how activists are positioned in relation to 
journalism and the political in terms of knowledge. Throughout the analysis, 
some differences can be identified in this relationship. What is of central interest 
here is how forms of interactional control are acted out in the different positions 
embodied by the activists when it comes to what they know, and as a 
consequence, what they are allowed to know. Knowledge becomes the knot in 
relation to which actors can be positioned. In the following section, the 
conditions of knowledge in the reporting will be explored. 
Epistemic positions 
In the data, we can see some specific epistemic configurations, adhering to two 
ways of relating statements to knowledge. In the following section, I will 
examine the ways in which knowledge claims are attached to the actor. 
Individualized position of knowledge 
Low epistemic modality is common in articles which circle around the topic of 
critique against the state. In these cases, journalists give a report on what the 
activists are saying or the activists are quoted. These critical utterances become 
intimately connected to different forms of individual experiential modality. 
Almost every critical expression directed against the Swedish Migration Agency 
or, less specifically, against the state, is personalized through forms of 
experiential modality. As such, experiential or subjective modalities are used in 
statements where Asylstafetten is allowed to explain the grounds for the group’s 
political engagement, as well as in the critique itself. In quotations where the 
activists talk about their own experiences, as well as in the journalists’ 
interpretations of these quotations, this becomes obvious. Extract 1 will account 
for this personalization of experience and critique. It will show how this is 
expressed in one of the articles where Asylstafetten is related to the epistemic 
grounds of their critique. In the article cited below, a journalist is giving an 
account of a street theatre performed by Asylstafetten. 
 
 
 
 42 
 
Extract 1: 
Oskarshamn. Locals showed up to watch the group of asylum seekers and other participants of 
Asylstafetten, through a play, depict how they understand the migration policy and how they 
wish the world would be a better place for all people. 
Among other things, they portrayed how they experience the treatment that asylum seekers 
receive from the police, the Swedish Migration Agency and decision makers. 
In the play, they portrayed a future ten-year anniversary of a world without borders. Asylsta 
fetten participants sang about how they experience it being wrong that power and decision 
makers should decide whether they can stay or be deported, live or die. (Denzler, 2014a) 
It is important to note how the theatrical staging of a critique and certain 
experiences are individualized through a process of attaching these theatrical 
expressions to the acting individuals. Theatre is otherwise in most circumstances 
something dramatic and decentred in terms of its actors’ individuality, but here, 
it is understood as something realistic in the strongest sense, or almost 
documentary. This process displaces the universal, or the potentially universal 
character of a critique. The basis of the critique becomes limited to a small 
group of people. We can here see how epistemic modality is related to the 
dimensions of truth categories. The usage of ‘they experience’ is a way of 
hedging the statement, so that the statement becomes less authoritative. Through 
this process, the claims that are made by the activists are thus made from a 
fragile position, from the specific individuals experiencing as well as 
enunciating this experience – in this case, the acting individuals. 
On the other hand, it is possible to see this form of experience as something, 
while not detached from the individuals, nevertheless authentically true. But the 
risk is, as the knowledge claim is intimately connected to one or more 
individuals, that the statement becomes less significant. 
Extract 2: 
He hopes that the march will change the migration process, which he experiences as 
inhumane. 
The Swedish Migration Agency thinks that we are lying when we can’t prove, with passports and 
papers, where we come from. We cannot prove anything, we have fled with our lives, reduced 
to what we can carry in our hands, Emran says. 
Hence, I would like to ask the Swedish state to stop all deportations and to weigh the 
decisions against the human rights. (Odén, 2014) 
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In Extract 2, we can see another example of how the journalist is choosing to 
describe the critical claims about the asylum process as something that, ‘he [the 
activist] experiences’. In this quotation, the migration process is described as 
inhumane, at least in the activist’s experience of it. One thing that the second 
extract contains that is different from the first is a part where hope as well as a 
demand for change is expressed, which presumably can only happen to the 
extent that the inhumanity of the process is seen as an accepted thesis. Such a 
call for change is, in this discourse, with its interactional control, delivered in a 
very polite way (‘he hopes that the march’ and ‘hence I would like to ask’), 
through asking the state to adhere to the activists’ critique, rather than in the 
form of a demand. We can see how it is turned into a call for moral obligation 
(‘We cannot prove anything’) on the part of the state to accept this knowledge. 
The state, while absent as speaker, becomes a third party in the negotiation over 
epistemic positions, and the internal relations and epistemic struggle between 
the activists and the state are put on public display. In this sense, the relationship 
between journalist and source can be transformed when the struggle over 
epistemic positions is reconfigured to be one between the state and activists and 
not between the journalist and the source. The troubled epistemic relationship 
between journalist and activist, identified in Extract 1, for example, and in other 
articles, is in Extract 2 to some extent circumvented by the introduction of the 
state as third party. 
Witnessing 
This experiential position in the text can function in different ways as well. As 
opposed to the way it functions in criticism, experience as the foundation of 
knowledge is also indispensable for credibility and legitimization (Van 
Leeuwen, 2007). There are several news articles where activists are telling their 
story as a form of witnessing, which will be elaborated upon below. However, 
those where the factual claims are strong, are concerned with the topic of being 
in flight rather than the experiences of being an asylum seeker in Sweden. 
Depending on the topic, there is a difference in the emphasis with which certain 
statements can be made. 
Extract 3: 
Haroon Natan has, during his flight, been shot at by border patrol, seen children drown and 
people get murdered. On Wednesday he participated as an actor in the play that Asylstafetten 
carried out on Stora Torget. (Nilsson, 2014b) 
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As Haaron’s experiences are presented in Extract 3, there is no doubt about the 
trust- worthiness of his statement. The statement is characterized by a high 
epistemic modality. However, in this sentence, what is expressed is 
disconnected from the life he lives in Sweden. Instead, it is an account of a 
series of highly serious events that have taken place somewhere else far away. 
As such, it is interesting to consider the domains in which one speaks, and on 
what topics different actors are allowed to speak with authority. In relation to the 
accounts of Asylstafetten’s experiences of Swedish migration policies, 
experience of witnessing something far away is not conveyed with the same 
doubt. It even comes with a relative form of certainty. This configuration is one 
of many in which we can see how activism can be used in journalism by 
journalists. 
In this discourse, the strong epistemic position of witnessing is one that the 
activists can embody in news discourse as being witnesses to something outside 
the scope of other, more recurrent sources. In this sense, it can be seen as a 
resource. On the other hand, this position is partly a depoliticized one, in how 
the witnessing is carried out from a humanitarian position, cosmopolitan in its 
nature, discursively disconnected from any political regime (Chouliaraki, 2006). 
The political is here displaced in favour of the desert of morality. So, in relation 
to this position where it is possible to make claims and statements with a high 
epistemic modality but with weak political ties, we will in the next section see 
how statements can be coupled with political demands. 
Authority  
Extract 4: 
‘Going in the wrong direction …’  
Right now, the asylum politics is going in the wrong direction. Sweden is carrying out criti- 
cized deportations to, for example, Afghanistan, where a Swedish journalist recently was mur- 
dered, and that is considered too dangerous to visit. It has to be stopped, says Alireza Ahmadi. 
Instead, he would like to see a more humane asylum politics. 
We want to stop mass deportations, grant asylum to those who come here and close the 
custodies that we understand to be refugee prisons. 
Today the Swedish Migration Agency has the power to define who is a refugee. The assess- ment 
is arbitrary and it depends solely on what case office one has, says Alireza Ahmadi. (Vickhoff, 
2014) 
 
 45 
 
In Extract 4, the political dimension becomes more present. We can see how one 
activist criticizes Sweden with a strong epistemic modality, through referring to 
the dangerous situation in Afghanistan, a risk acknowledged by the state itself. 
Furthermore, he refers to the risks facing journalists in the area. The position as 
‘someone who knows’ is embodied more strongly in the last quotation, where 
Ahmadi states how the Swedish Migration Agency makes arbitrary decisions. It 
is uttered with a tone quite different from the ones in many other articles, where 
the knowledge is presented as personal rather than objective. The activists are 
challenging the Swedish Migration Agency on epistemic grounds. Here, we 
have quotations with strong epistemic modality, expressed in an impersonal 
way. We can also see how the activists are allowed to pronounce political 
statements based on these knowledge claims. 
Here, we can see the making of a political representation, in form and content, 
both in how Ahmadi is expressing disagreement with the (mis)representation 
made by the Swedish Migration Agency, and in the usage of ‘we’. It is 
Asylstafetten which, as representatives for the voiceless and those who are 
defined and deported by the SMA, is saying something about a voiceless group. 
What is different here is how representation and detachment are increasing the 
possibility of public uttering, if we compare it to where it is contained within the 
intimate domain of personal witnessing and individual suffering. 
Extract 5: 
Every day, people are dying when being in flight; these are human beings, not just numbers, says 
Nasir Chaznavi. (Denzler, 2014b) 
In Extract 5, the subjective aspect is completely absent. What this quotation is 
saying is that refugees are actually dying on their way to Europe. However, here 
is another composition where knowledge can be uttered with certainty. While 
this is a statement presented as a fact, there is no actor who is without a doubt 
responsible for these deaths. When it comes to the composition of the critique 
against the government, there is a balance between the personal and as such 
depoliticized experiences of mistreatment and strong statements, without any 
direct relation to government policies or state action. 
The political horizon 
If knowledge, truth and experience as dimensions of statements were the focus 
of the first section, this second section aims to show how Asylstafetten’s 
political aims, hopes and dreams function in terms of (de)politicization. This 
section will show how the use of different modalities in statements and 
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descriptions of the activists’ political action functions in defining and limiting 
the expectations and possibilities within the broader discourse of politics of what 
the group is able to achieve. Through the analysis of the descriptions of what the 
group is trying to do in the corpus, we can grasp the different assumptions of 
what journalistic discourse sees as possible in this particular case. 
Dreams and wishes 
Extract 6: 
They dream about freedom and a world without borders. On Wednesday, Asylstafetten set up their 
theatre show on Stora Torget. 
Oskarshamn. Locals showed up to watch the group of asylum seekers and other participants of 
Asylstafetten, through a play, depict how they understand the migration policy and how they 
wish the world would be a better place for all people. (Denzler, 2014a) 
This thematic, exemplified by Extract 6 (part of which was used in an earlier 
episode), shows how political action comes with a postponement of political 
efficacy. This is a common temporality in statements where the group’s aim is 
expressed. This temporality does not contain the present, but in turn obstructs 
forms of demands, since normally political demands have a temporality that is 
guided by contemporariness. However, while a postponement is inevitable in 
every political process and no change can happen instantly, it is clear that the 
demands within a contemporary temporality, where a specific political outcome 
is identified, are absent in most of the articles. We can say that the thematic of 
dreams and wishes is characterized by a low dynamic modality. 
In this extract, it is first and foremost the hopes and dreams that are at the centre. 
It is ‘they dream about freedom’ and ‘how they wish that the world will be a 
better place’. On the one hand, the dream about a better world is pointing to 
something beyond, something radically different from what is, and as such not 
relevant to contemporary politics. It is kept in the abstract realm, where 
‘freedom’ and the world being ‘a better place’ are concepts that can be difficult 
to grasp. In this context, abstract words and metaphors have to be considered to 
have a low dynamic modality. As these examples show, it is hard to imagine 
what it is precisely that Asylstafetten wishes to do and how this could be made 
possible. 
The theme ‘dreams and wishes’ is here understood in its restrictive and limiting 
sense, where the vagueness and abstractness make their actions less likely to 
have a political impact. The energetic and exciting narrative, where people have 
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‘unlikely’ dreams, is for journalism a possible resource when reporting on 
activism, at the same time excluding questions of political efficacy. Dreaming 
becomes a way of creating a distance between what is and what can be. Keeping 
Asylstafetten in this realm makes them embody a discursive position of 
dreamers, not being a strong or relevant political force, and as such not 
characterized by a strong sense of realistic political significance. This can 
particularly be seen in how what they are doing is described as ‘dreaming’ and 
‘wishing’ for something quite abstract. Dreaming is generally opposed to the 
real, and as such is something beyond the political. Another possible outcome of 
this analysis, however, through other means of interpretation will be presented 
in the concluding section. 
Ontic demands in Almedalen – invitations to ‘politics’ 
In some of the articles, more immediate and realistic political demands and 
topics are constructed and these can be related to this first aspect of vague 
political action, of dreaming. 
Extract 7: 
The aim is to manifest a humane asylum politics and to allow the voices of asylum seekers to be 
heard; the goal is politician week in Almedalen, Gotland. (Odén, 2014) 
Extract 8: 
From Malmö to Almedalen in three weeks. Asylstafetten is marching to the political summer 
feast to bring attention to the policy on asylum and refugees. Yesterday they stayed in Växjö. A 
protest march with the aim to change the current asylum politics. That is how Abbas Ahmadi, 
spokesperson for Asylstafetten, is describing the ongoing march. (Nilsson, 2014a) 
In Extracts 7 and 8, we can see how Asylstafetten’s actions are constructed and 
how they can be related to institutionalized politics; more specifically, we can 
see how Asylstafetten’s political aims are constructed. One important way in 
which this construction occurs is by the use of a metonymy. The relationship 
between the activist group and institutionalized Swedish politics is created 
through the many references to their walk to Almedalen.1 Exactly what they are 
going to do or what is going to happen in Almedalen is in most cases not 
specified but is expressed through phrases like ‘… the goal is politician week in 
Almedalen’. Since Almedalen, in itself, is a quite insignificant place, it is 
important to understand its specific political symbolic meaning. Almedalen is 
known to be a very important event for those who want to influence policy 
decisions, but it is also known to be a media event more than anything else 
(Wendt, 2012). Here, it functions as the direct reference to the ontic side of 
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politics, what connects the activists with politics. The walk as such takes on a 
metaphorical meaning, where it takes the group three weeks to reach the 
politicians and their majestic event. 
Extract 9: 
On Sunday, participants in Asylstafetten started this year’s march. The goal is Almedalen in 
Gotland. And to make asylum politics one of the key issues in the September election. 
(Vickhoff, 2014) 
In Extract 8, we can see how the activists are on a ‘… protest march with the 
aim to change the current asylum politics’. This sentence is hedged by ‘aim’, 
where it is stated that Asylstafetten at least has a purpose, to change current 
policies, however unlikely that actually is. Where actual political efficacy is 
expressed or commented on, it is hedged. However, in Extract 9, we can see 
how the immediacy of political action is expressed, both in the quotation and in 
the lead of the article. Their manifestation is connected to the coming election in 
which the group seeks to make its issue one of the key issues. Dependent upon 
how dynamic modalities are used in the description of political acts, we can 
ascribe different positions to the activists. Where vague and abstract wordings of 
what they want to do might limit the political significance in discourse, it will 
also risk being kept out of meaningful mainstream political discourse. On the 
one hand, it is about us reading how the group ‘dream about freedom’, a very 
abstract sense of politics, radical even; on the other hand, we have a less abstract 
position in which they are said to ‘aim to change the current asylum politics’. 
This is, however, a highly decontextualized position, which is commonly not 
commented on further. 
Concluding discussion 
There are several characteristics in the data which need further consideration, 
not least in terms of how these discursive positions can be understood in a 
critical manner in relation to the socio-political situation in which we find 
ourselves. The concluding section will discuss the analysis and point to its 
implications and further questions which research on journalism and activism 
should address to understand this relationship further. The discussion will 
recapitulate the two themes presented in the findings section, but at the same 
time bring them together as interrelated, where the first deals with the 
complexities of boundary work and epistemic relations between journalism and 
activism, and the other will discuss activism and its semantic relations with the 
political and social imaginary of contemporary liberal democracy. 
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Knowing and ideology: allocating agency 
As mentioned above, and hopefully demonstrated through the analysis, 
Fairclough (1995) suggests that the study of modalities has important analytical 
value in critical inquiries. News discourses commonly make use of modalities 
with a strong relation to the truth to uphold an authoritative voice in relation to 
other actors as well as to the audience, to linguistically reproduce legitimacy. 
However, in this material, it is quite different. As we have seen in the first 
theme, where the predominant positioning of the activists’ claims is intimately 
subjective, this has a double function as far as the text goes. The first functions 
in a way in which journalism can create an epistemic distance towards the 
activists, in the sense that journalistic discourse upholds the interactional power 
and distributes the basis on which claims can be made and who can make them. 
This becomes a clear case of a role where journalism allocates roles and 
positions (Fairclough, 1989). It is thus possible to understand the difference 
where activists are witnesses of violence: a foreign violence produces a 
knowledge that is accepted. But here, activists are allocated the role of being 
individuals with personal experiences rather than being the articulators of a 
collective critique against the government. This individualizing displacement in 
discourse can be seen as a way to reproduce the professional position which 
journalists to some extent obtain within the public realm: it is their privilege to 
evaluate the extent to which activists can make claims that come to matter. 
The second aspect of this tension touches upon larger socio-political problems 
of what kinds of political contestations are legitimate, and who can instigate 
them. The way in which problems are individualized makes it possible to 
contain them outside the political domain, while at the same time making these 
protests heard. This can be seen as the dis- cursive aspect of post-political 
ideology (Couldry, 2010), in which voices can be incorporated while at the same 
time remaining harmless. Everyone is entitled to his or her voice and opinion as 
long as it is possible to contain it within a domain free of political disruption. 
Dreaming dangerously and dissensual dreams in 
journalistic discourse 
Through the second analytic theme, the way in which journalistic discourse 
attributes various degrees of likeliness to the group’s political claims has quite 
an important impact on how the activists are positioned within ‘the political’. 
Choices of low modality verbs and adjectives most clearly point to the 
boundaries of political relevance. As the analysis shows, the analysis of dynamic 
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modality becomes a relevant tool to investigate the inherent limits in the text, 
which we can say governs expectations of the possible. As politics, even in a 
more narrow sense, concerns the management, governing and distribution of the 
(im)possible, the limits of the possible or even the impossible are raised here. 
Throughout the analysis, the conflictual dimension of the protest is most of the 
time concealed, which can be acknowledged by the lack of a political contestant 
– that is, no politician or advocate for the state is interviewed in the material. 
The dimension of potential impact or how the protest might materialize into 
social and political change is never really raised. Thus, we can say that it is an 
important resource in journalistic discourse for journal- ism to maintain the right 
to position political actors in relation to the possible. One suggestion is to try to 
understand this position in terms of the ‘post-political’ (Mouffe, 2005), the 
‘utopia of the centre’ (Rancière, 2007b) or ‘post-democracy’ (Crouch, 2004). 
Such an interpretative scheme would suggest that late capitalist ideology 
displaces dreams and political aims into a void where dreams are only accepted 
as far as they are non-realistic. In some of this critique, the co-option of certain 
forms of ‘subpolitics’, appreciatively described by Beck (1992, 1998), is a way 
of appropriating activism as an expression of a specific identity in an 
environment where such expressions of specific experiences are tolerated, but 
where the political significance of their existence is downplayed. 
Dreams and its dissolving function 
What escapes the interpretation presented above is precisely the uncertainty in 
political dreaming. The major insight of the analysis through the previous 
interpretation is that in the way it presents how political aims are treated as 
vague and unlikely, we can get an understanding of how journalistic discourse is 
unable to handle dissent as such (Markham, 2014). This is important as it 
presents how journalistic discourse conditions activist articulation. On the other 
hand, dreams can also, semantically speaking, dissolve the limits of discourse. 
When activists are not positioned within the realistic frame of politics, conflict 
and imagination might remain open. In this sense, the dreaming position can 
resist forms of co-option and institutionalization of activism. 
The role of this utopian expression in politics in general is all but 
straightforward (Žižek, 2012), but may be even less so in its news media guise, 
where clear political demands and slogans are preferred. Žižek identifies how 
the established commentariat were addressing the protesters in the OWS 
movements as dreamers, as what in Lacanian thinking has been considered the 
hysterical position. If we imagine the relationship between journalist and activist 
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as one between master and hysteric, journalists continuously ask the activists, 
‘what is it that you really want?’ This shows how protest is unintelligible from 
the position in which journalists find themselves. As discussed above, 
journalistic discourse is made up of professional boundaries, within which it has 
been difficult to grasp and to situate many of the vague hopes and dreams 
carried by protest movements over the last couple of years (Markham, 2014). 
However, in terms of its role in wider political discourse, ‘dreaming’ can have a 
possible function of reigniting dissent and conflict and of pointing to something 
that is beyond what instantaneously ‘is’. These qualities are, however, more 
difficult to capture through discourse analysis than the limiting qualities, and are 
not limited to a problem in journal- ism but in all public communication. 
However, if we consider the examples where Asylstafetten is asked what they 
want and where journalism does not explicitly denounce their answers, or where 
they continuously ask the ‘hysterical’ question, this might mark a gap in 
discourse. This gap can represent a place where the state of dreams is 
undetermined, as yet unlocalized. One way to understand this might be to see it 
as a way for journalism to represent political events beyond a given ‘hegemonic 
formation’ (Macgilchrist, 2011, p. 8), where the hegemonic role of news 
journalism is liberal democracy. This would be a much more positive reading, 
where instead of reading ‘dreaming’ as a displacement to the non-concrete, we 
read this as a way of identifying a mark in discourse, where journalistic 
discourse, instead of controlling a group without a clear political identity, allows 
them to be a disturbing discursive element. This is a kind of discursive practice 
which might open up the rigidity of hegemonic liberal political reporting. 
Dreaming, in terms of its dissolving nature, might thus be a liberating opening, 
unable to be captured by the rules of discourse. Or, in the words of Stephen 
Frosh, in dreaming, 
there is no knowledge of time and space … [and] what seems most fixed and 
substantial in our identity formation is undermined as each state flows into the 
other, as the subject changes position with the object with no barrier in between. 
(Frosh, 1994, p. 54)  
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FUCKING LOVE THIS CITY #KämpaMalmö  #KämpaShowan #notoracism  
It was incredibly nice to be at the demonstration today. I love Malmö.  
The most beautiful city in the world and the most beautiful family #kämpamalmö  
Introduction  
How do we make sense of that which escapes the sound and rational in political 
communication? As the quotes above display, both stemming from the corpus 
under analysis in this article, “love” is at the center of the symbolization of a 
political event. How do we make sense of love, maybe one of the most 
shattering and intimidating as well as wonderful feelings we can experience 
(Butler, 2011; Illouz, 2013)? And what does it do when it is expressed in 
political discourse? Any social scientific inquiry into the public expression of 
emotions will have to take into account the socialites drawn upon as well as 
constituted through such discursive practices. We often take for granted that we 
know a lot about those who act politically in public. But what kind of subjects 
and objects are formed in the utterance of love, when love is intertwined with a 
political event? What this article aims to do is to show how different kinds of 
socialites—relations between subjects and objects—are entangled in the popular 
emotional expressions on Twitter about a specific political event.  
The event that will be studied is one of traumatic characters. The background is 
that a group of feminists were brutally attacked in Malmö, Sweden, on 
International Women’s Day. The attackers had connections with one of the, at 
that point existing, Nazi parties Svenskarnas Parti. One week after the attack, 
“Skåne mot rasism” (Skåne against racism) organized a demonstration1 under 
the banner “Kämpa Malmö—antifascism är alltid självförsvar” (Fight Malmö—
anti-fascism is always self-defence). Over 10,000 people participated in the 
demonstration on 16 March 2014. The slogan “Kämpa Malmö” grew out of the 
slogan “Kämpa Showan” (#KämpaShowan)2 through which expressions of 
solidarity and compassion with Showan Shattack and the others who were 
injured in the attack were shared on micro-blogging sites, such as Facebook, 
                                           
1 For a news item in English about the event, see http://www. thelocal.se/20140317/malm-fights-back-against-
nazi-violence retrieved 21 November 2016  
 
2 Of the activists, Showan Shattack was the one who was most severely injured. As he already was a known face 
both within activist circles and among football supporters, he became the central figure and was still in a coma 
when the demonstration took place. 
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Twitter, and Instagram. Besides this particular event, the slogan was, and is, 
continuously used as a hashtag in online communication about anti-fascist and 
anti-racist events. During the run up to the parliamentary election 2014, there 
were many manifestations and demonstrations against racism across the country, 
of which this particular one was one of the largest in terms of numbers.  
It has been argued that discursive and behavioral norms have been dissolved in 
online environments and left room for supposedly an anomic type of 
expressiveness, including racist and sexist hatred, as well as other less violent 
emotional expressions (Hawdon, Oksanen, & Räsänen, 2015). However, as 
previous discursive studies have argued, even excessive utterances online, for 
example, hateful racist discourse, is not less ordered than other types of 
discursive interactions. Such language use is guarded by its own rules of 
engagement (Malmqvist, 2015). Another critique of networked and connective-
mediated engagement is how it is structured by the immediate affective logics of 
capitalism (Dean, 2010) and as such sustains the prevalent power relations under 
capitalism. Such affective logic, it is argued, is distinct from the politically 
disruptive as well as transformative logic of the radical public sphere. However, 
it is possible to find more optimistic readings. Papacharissi (2015a, 2015b) sees 
“affective publics” taking form in the symbolic spaces of new media as 
something that is a precondition for imagining possible futures. These publics 
are also important as spaces through which it is possible to invite new subjects 
into the political sphere. Papacharissi (2015a) defines affective publics in the 
following way: 
Resting on Boyd’s (2010) understanding of networked publics, I interpret affective 
publics as publics that have been transformed by networked technologies to 
suggest both space for the interaction of people, technology, and practices and the 
imagined collective that evolves out of this interaction. (pp. 125-126)  
It is part of this (trans)formation of digital publics that will be under study in the 
following analysis: how people’s political engagement on Twitter creates 
imagined collectives, as well as taking interest in the conditions of such 
imagined collectives. I argue that the formation of these affective publics needs 
to be shown discursively. As such, the aim of this article is not only to explore 
the social and imagined collective-political aspects of the emotionally driven 
language use on Twitter but also to show the different ways in which this is 
carried out.  
The study of political communication has, to a large extent, been devoid of 
emotion (Coleman, 2013; Dahlgren 2009; Richards, 2007). Much of the field 
has been constituted through normative theories of what political acts should be, 
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and through the advocacy of such ideas both emotion and passion have been 
seen as deviations from rational processes of deliberation and choice (Goodwin, 
Jasper, & Polletta, 2001; Jasper, 2011; Staiger, Cvetkovich, & Reynolds, 2010). 
Mouffe describes the tension between emotions and rationality and its relation to 
politics in gendered terms where “[t]he feminine, private world of nature, 
particularity, differentiation, inequality, emotion, love and ties of blood” 
(Mouffe, 1993, p. 81) has been placed outside of the public inquiry. Political 
bodies have not, in general, been researched and understood in terms of their 
emotionality, and when they are, they are often seen as illegitimate, and their 
claims and concerns are seen as outrageous, utopian or their rage and hope 
individualized (Cammaerts, 2012; Persson, 2016). More recently, however, 
there has been an affective and emotional turn in the social sciences at large 
where emotionality of politics has generated new interest in a variety of different 
academic fields, not least among communication scholars (Bainbridge & Yates, 
2014; Coleman, 2013; Dahlgren, 2009, 2013; Dahlgren & Alvares, 2013; Gould, 
2010; Jasper & Owens, 2014; Pantti & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2011; Richards, 2007; 
Wahl-Jorgensen, 2012, 2016). If there is a normative idea guiding this article, it 
is the one put forward by Coleman when he argues that “[d]emocracy depends 
on forms of interruptive speaking, movement and place-taking that defy the 
almost all-encompassing image of the public as extras on the stage of history” 
(Coleman, 2013, p. 194). It is this idea of democratic practice that forces us to 
engage analytically with emotional language in political discourse with the aim 
to try to understand the social as well as the political implications of such 
discursive practices. Such a venture needs to confront language in its own right 
and as such inquire the relations established discursively to further understand 
the ways in which emotional language use, and to a further extent, emotions as 
such, function as part of political discourse. 
The research questions that are guiding the analysis are focusing on at least two 
dimensions of Twitter discourse of this particular case. The first one is broader 
and focuses on the different ways in which participants make use of emotional 
language. The second dimension is more theoretically founded and takes interest 
into how political subjectivities are negotiated through emotional language use, 
as well as how collectivities are addressed. 
A Discursive Approach to Emotional Language 
Use 
The central focus of this article is to discuss emotions in terms of their 
relationality and how they are used by participants to enact and sustain social 
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relations, as well as how social relations constitute emotions within relations 
(Ahmed, 2004; Burkitt, 2014). As Ahmed states, “[e]motions are relational: they 
involve (re)actions or relations of ‘towardness’ or ‘awayness’ in relation to such 
objects” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 8). The understanding of emotions in this approach is 
that they are dialectical in their sociality, and as such is distinctive from the 
cognitivist “inside-out” model. But it is also different from the outside-in model, 
“evident in approaches to ‘crowd psychology,’ where it is assumed that the 
crowd has feelings, and that the individual gets drawn into the crowd by feeling 
the crowd’s feelings as its own” (p. 8). The object of analysis is the use of 
emotional language as the fabric, in which the relations between participants are 
shaped, as well as how emotions account for action and responsibility (Edwards, 
1999). According to Edwards, the study of emotional discourse takes interest in 
the reporting of emotional states as part of the “rich vocabulary of psychological 
concepts which are an integral part of everyday discourse” (Edwards, 1999, p. 
272). The analysis starts with the actual emotional language used by participants 
and as such it does not privilege the “basic emotions” (Tomkins, 1962). Rather 
than subscribing to a hierarchy of emotions where the physiological affective is 
privileged, it is the social significance of the emotional language shared by 
participants that is of focal interest. However, when adequate, the analysis has 
taken into account the extent to which the body is presented in emotional 
discourse, although the focus is not on the discursive representation of bodily 
states but how emotional language use functions socially on Twitter. When 
“emotions,” and more importantly, “emotional language” is used throughout the 
article, I refer to it as something performed, co-created, and enacted by people 
using imaginary and symbolic emotional resources. As such, we cannot assume 
that the emotional expressions are “the inside speaking” but we can analyze how 
the utterances speak about the inside of the self as well as that of others. Ian 
Burkitt conceptualizes this dynamic clearly: 
Our love expresses our relationship to our world and specific people or things 
within it. It is not wrong, then, to identify feelings and emotions as occurring in the 
body, because in part they do so: we could not feel without a body and mind which 
register our feelings and are conscious of having them. The problem comes when 
the explanation of emotion stops there, with the feeling itself as a thing that is not 
connected to the wider world of relations and patterns of relationships. (Burkitt, 
2014, p. 2)  
Therefore, the discursive approach to emotions, as that which is employed here, 
must take into account how “emotional configurations inform the discursive 
construction and negotiation of self-identities, social relationships, and moral 
sensibilities” (Katriel, 2015, p. 125). 
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Methodological Considerations and Data  
Computer Mediated Discourse and Twitter 
As emotions in politics are problematic at the same time as they are attracting 
more and more interest, we have to stay attentive to political and media-specific 
structures that regulate discursive practice, as well as the possibly “minimal 
political” (Macgilchrist & Bohmig, 2012) utterances in discourse, that which 
point to the outside of discourse or to that which does not yet have a form. The 
aspiration of this article is to contribute to the understanding of the relationship 
between the type of subjects who are acting within discourse (participants as 
political, emotional, and social subjects), and material and symbolic aspects of 
Twitter discourse. Both these things are of interest here. First, the kind of 
subjects that discourse allows for, and second, the public discourse that is 
constructed through the use of the hashtag. When studying this relation, “we 
require what Halliday (1978) refers to as a ‘social semiotic’ perspective to 
account for, not only the ways in which identity is construed in discourse, but 
also for how that construal both affords and influences different forms of 
sociality” (Zappavigna, 2014, pp. 212-213). Early attempts to classify computer-
mediated communication did amount to interesting yet vulnerable typologies as 
language use online is as context dependent as other kinds of social discursive 
environments, yet changing even more rapidly (Herring, 2007). Media 
ethnographic work has also paid attention to how people make use of Twitter in 
their everyday lives. Such research has shown the plurality of ways in which 
people use Twitter, both in terms of how it is used across different technological 
platforms and in terms of how diverse it is in regards to the range of topics. Such 
dispersed patterns of usage contribute to how Twitter has settled down slowly in 
terms of both expressional forms and use (Lomborg, 2014).  
There is, however, socio-linguistic research on the basic ideational and 
interactional functions of Twitter. Zappavigna (2012), for example, has explored 
the linguistic functions and stylistic characteristics of Twitter, such as the 
diverse social and linguistic functions of the “@” or more central to this study, 
the different ways in which the “#” is used. The communicative qualities of the 
# are of imperative importance to this study. Hashtag flows are what Zappavigna 
(2012) calls “searchable talk,” which means that Twitter users who are 
employing the hashtag function make tweets searchable for others. However, 
this does not mean that those who are using hashtags necessarily constitute the 
audience. An audience is, however, addressed by the official organizers and 
others, where they encourage Twitter users to follow the event through the 
hashtag #kämpamalmö. Besides knowing little about the actual audience, it is 
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further difficult to assess how Twitter users imagine their audience as this tends 
to differ among those using media apps, such as Twitter (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). 
This demarks an epistemological limit in what we can know about the 
consumption of searchable talk in this specific setting. It is open to the followers 
of the respective tweeter, as well as to anyone following the event either live 
through the hashtag stream, or those who, like me, make use of its searchable 
qualities afterward. What participants mark in such an instance, by using the 
hashtag, is to broadcast and position a flow of content where a “common public 
time” is unfolded, a capacity Scannell (2014) has ascribed to television. 
Common public time could also be a temporal figuration of what goes on in 
mediated events on Twitter. The liveness of Twitter has also been observed 
through studies on user practices and experiences where tweeting, to a large 
extent, has been understood as something instantaneous (Lomborg, 2014; Page, 
2010). Such instantaneousness demands the users a “temporal co-presence (or 
near-synchronicity) of interlocutors” (Lomborg, 2014, p. 117). It is built into the 
interface where users are urged to contribute with information about the present, 
what they are doing and thinking about right at this moment. This instantaneous 
quality also makes it an interesting source to tap into when we want to study 
communicated live emotionality. Other than the specific temporal qualities of 
Twitter discourse in general, and the hashtag in particular, it could be argued 
that the hashtag makes the stream of communication public, in the sense that it 
has a communicative structure that is in line with what Scannell calls “for-
anyone-as-someone” structure (Scannell, 2000) where a sociable self is 
addressed while still containing the generality of that being addressed as anyone. 
When one makes use of the searchable talk function of a hashtag, one cannot 
take for granted any specific addressee. 
Data  
The corpus is comprised of 634 tweets, collected through a hashtag search for 16 
March 2014, the day of the event, as well as the week running up to the event. 
For this purpose, I made use of Twitter’s integrated search function. Only the 
original tweets have been taken into account and not any interactional data. 
They were collected 1 year later, which means that users may have removed 
tweets. The complete collection of tweets was first coded in terms of its 
emotional language use. After this basic coding, I selected those tweets that 
contained emotional language, and then analyzed them in terms of how 
participants made use of emotional language by marking the linguistic aspect 
and thematically sorting these in terms of the sociality produced through these 
features. The discursive features that were taken notice of are previously 
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acknowledged by the critically informed discourse work, in general (Fairclough, 
1995; Machin & Mayr, 2012; Van Leeuwen, 2008), and with a focus on Twitter 
in particular (Page, Barton, Unger, & Zappavigna, 2014; Zappavigna, 2012, 
2014). In the analysis, I paid attention to use of emotional words (Edwards, 
1997) at the lexical level of emotional expression, such as the way in which the 
emotionally felt is used to signify objects and relations. Furthermore, the 
analysis focused on metaphors and metonymies of emotions, either in their 
lexical meaning—the name of a feeling standing for something else—or that of 
metaphors, for example, where “rain” is signifying someone who is crying. 
Another important aspect that was taken into account were the ways in which 
social actors were represented through emotional language use. Both the ways in 
which tweeters represented themselves and the ways in which they represented 
other people (as well as the use of collectivization, nomination, or aggregation). 
 
The Choice of Love 
In this corpus of tweets, participants also made references to emotions other than 
love, which is in focus throughout the analysis. Some of these emotions were 
anger, joy, fear, pride, and shame (directed toward racists). The lexical use of 
love, however, stands out in terms of both how prevalent it was in the corpus of 
tweets and the complexity of its social functions. The strategy has been to stay 
with one emotion with the aim to limit the risk of getting trapped in the 
ideational particularities of the different emotions that was made reference to. 
The advantage of this strategy is that it is possible to present the complexity of 
love as an example of how emotional discourse works, while some other 
emotions are not analyzed in depth. 
Ethical Concerns 
As actual language use collected from Twitter is presented in the analysis, some 
ethical considerations need to be acknowledged. When we are discussing the 
study of language online and ethics, one distinction seems to be of central 
importance. This distinction lies in what our interest in the data is, and 
especially to what extent the researcher takes an interest in the individual 
participants or in the particular language use of participants (Page et al., 2014). 
This distinction is important as there is a difference to what extent we have 
access to or acknowledge the more biographical and subjective core of the 
specific author of online language data. As Lomborg (2012) notes, research 
ethics first and foremost “evolve around the respect for human subjects, their 
 63 
 
autonomy, and protection from harm in the process or aftermath of research” (p. 
21). This article does not show any direct interest in the authorship of the 
specific tweets. It is not coded in terms of the individual tweeter but in terms of 
the use of emotional language. Consequently, one participant may have posted 
several posts in the stream, but this was not taken into account by the analysis. 
The data presented in the findings section are translated from Swedish into 
English, without revealing the usernames of the participants, which makes it less 
convenient to track down the particular user from the presentation of the 
extracts, although not impossible.  
The temporality of the participation on Twitter also affects how we evaluate 
Twitter discourse in terms of its publicness. Users on Twitter might be more or 
less conscious of the fact that the data they provide to the site are open to 
commercial as well as non-commercial inquiry and research. This uncertainty is 
something we should take into account if we want to be sensible researchers. 
Users are able to delete their tweets as well as their accounts; however, as the 
data for this analysis is collected at one point in time, every action any user has 
taken after this point in time is unacknowledged. On the other hand, what is 
concerned here is political tweeting using the streaming function of the # which 
arguably makes it more public and searchable from the point of view of the 
tweeter as discussed above. It could be argued that it should not be more 
problematic than collecting other forms of public media data without consent. 
There has, however, been critique directed toward such a stance (Zimmer, 
2010), where attempts to anonymize the data have not been sufficient. The same 
occurs here to some extent. The difference in the presentation of the analysis in 
this article is that it does not contain any analysis of network or relations among 
tweeters through the use of metadata but only tweets in the stream which then 
are presented through examples of language use. 
Findings  
An Emotional Scene  
In the tweets captured some days before the demonstration and early into the 
demonstration, tweeters started to make their presence known under the hashtag 
to establish affiliation by referring to the coming or ongoing demonstration and 
called upon others to join. Emotional language use is prevalent in this 
establishing of presence. As Katriel (2015) notes, discourse in general “calls 
forth some kind of emotional response—including indifference—on the part of 
listeners” (p. 124). The event “Kämpa Malmö—antifascism är alltid 
självförsvar” (Fight Malmö—Antifacism is always self-defence) had different 
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slogans attached during the week before the demonstrations, where one of them 
was “Svart är vår sorg, röd är vår vrede” (Black is our sorrow, red is our rage). 
Inscribed already in the “global” discursive structure of the event, there are 
expectations of how participants are expected to feel about the event in which 
they take part. The slogan, as well as other communicative aspects, of the event 
could be seen as invitations to “feel publicly” (Frosh, 2011). In this sense we 
already have an emotional scene set, based on mourning and outrage. What will 
be presented in the following analysis is how participants negotiate their 
positions in this pre-constituted affective–discursive (Wetherell, 2012) structure.  
The analysis is presented in three different thematic sections, which are 
presented through detailed analysis of specific extracts from the corpus of data 
and in elaboration with relevant theoretical concepts. The first one takes as its 
starting point the expression of love and shows how this specific emotional 
expression becomes a central discursive resource and how multifaceted it is. The 
second theme takes its focus on how the techno-social aspect of Twitter 
discourse facilitates relations from a distance and the ways emotions are an 
important part of distant identification. The third shows how participants draw 
on what they identify as others emotional states as ground for their own 
emotional expressions. 
Ambiguities of Love in Political Discourse Enacted in 
#kämpamalmö  
As with other emotions, love requires both subjects and objects. This 
relationship is always negotiated and always possibly intrusive in terms of how 
someone who “loves” defines its love object, and as such is all but an 
unproblematic “positive feeling.” To take account of love is one way to inquire 
how participants understand themselves in relation to others. I will present the 
ways in which the expression of love is used in different ways starting with 
“love” and its ideational content. The first way in which love is employed by 
tweeters is within the structure of a political strategy where “love” is the object 
which is strived for, as well as the object as a means of a wider struggle. 
Political Love in Its Ideational Form  
 
Extract 1 
 
With love as a weapon #kämpashowan #kämpamalmö @Möllan 
 
“What should we do?! Smash racism! How? With love” #kämpamalmö  
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Extract 1 shows two examples of how this can be carried out. Both of these 
tweets refer to live events going on in the street. The first one is quoting a 
banner, which also can be seen in a linked Instagram photo with the slogan 
“With love as a weapon.” The other is within a quotation and seems to refer to a 
version of a popular chant that is taking place live on the street.3 This 
transference of context is what usually could be described as 
“recontextualisation” (Fairclough, 2003), which signifies where a social practice 
incorporates another genres’ social and discursive practices. In these cases, love 
can have at least two different political meanings, where the first one is 
significant through its structural opposition. Where the not mentioned, hate, is in 
structural opposition to “love” is then what is to be countered with “love as a 
weapon.” Love is the means to fight and defeat racism. In this sense, “hate” is 
ascribed to racism and fascism. This is not completely straightforward and not 
the predominant use of love within the collected tweets. There might be a 
political reason for this, because what is the love bearing political subject? Most 
of all, it is unclear who or what the love object is in such a relation. On one 
hand, it is common to ascribe hate to racist discourse or to actions such as hate 
crimes or hate speech often drawing on racist or sexist language use. But, as 
Stephen Frosh notes, hate is the result of both the “disturbing awareness of the 
existence of something strange inside the self” and a channel through which this 
feeling can be made “tolerable by projecting that strangeness into the outside, 
the desired and despised other” (Frosh, 2011, p. 60). But there is something 
excessive and enjoyable in hatred, which binds groups together through the 
shared object of hate. So while love as non-hate is a way to draw boundaries to 
the outside, it does not really make it clear what a politics of “love” would be. 
Even though this extract is full of expressions of love, it is not straightforward 
what the role of love is in politics as it depends on our definition of love, and in 
this case, participants draw upon an idea of love as an emotion that 
harmoniously brings us together against that which is hateful. This is something 
different than love as a violent encounter between two subjects that shatters their 
subjective experience and dislocates the dual singularity into a joint sin- gular, 
theorized by, for example, Badiou (2012) and others.  
Before exploring how expressions of love in and for the struggle are binding 
actors together, we can see an example of how these dimensions are intertwined 
in Extract 2: 
 
                                           
3 The commonly used phrasing of this chant is “What shall we do? Smash racism! When? Now!” where the 
focus is temporal rather than strategic.  
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Extract 2 
 
So much love & warmth in this difficult time. We fight for love & compassion against racism! The 
struggle continues #kämpamalmö #kämpashowan 
Not only is the tweeter identifying the comforting shared feeling of love in the 
protest but she or he also expresses the dimension in which anti-racism is a 
cause characterized by love, since racism is identified as something hateful. As 
argued above, the latter one is a more ambiguous configuration, as a fascist 
discourse would provide a similar room for identification in the struggling for 
the love for the “nation” or the “race,” and that someone from without is 
disturbing the ability for an “us” to love those objects (Billig, 1978). In this 
sense, “love” as an element of political discourse is what Laclau and Mouffe 
(2001) called an “empty signifier,” which becomes something that one can talk 
about with clarity only within a discursive field of relative stability. In anti-
fascist and anti-racist discourse, it is clear that the right to universal love and 
compassion is something that is threatened and challenged by racism. One could 
argue that this characterizes love as a self-referential love within the imagined 
collective. Anti-racist identification is that of loving ourselves as a result of the 
hateful action of racists. The identification then is taking place around a “we” 
who are hated and as such become lovers. 
Love for the Movement—Sticky Emotions.  
The participants are expressing love for the struggle and the demonstration in a 
few different ways. The ways in which this is done allow for different positions 
in which the uttering subject speaks as well as the composition of the 
collectivity addressed. In the following section, I will present how two different 
collectivities are constructed through the expression of love for the movement. 
The first one is an emotional configuration between tweeter and the participants 
in the demonstration, made either by tweeters who participate in the 
demonstration or by those who support the demonstration and its participants 
from a distance: 
Extract 3 
 
Sick how much people on Möllan, thanks all <3 #Kämpashowan #KämpaMalmö 
 
Good luck all comrades who have gathered in Malmö today. Love and respect to you! Together we 
are strong! #KämpaShowan #kämpalmö 
Extract 3 shows two different expressions of love for the participants and to 
some extent for the tweeter himself/herself or rather to the collective they 
identify themselves with. In the first example, love is expressed by “<3” 
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standing for the expression of affection and love for someone, commonly used 
in computer-mediated discourse as a way of emphasizing an affectionate state 
(Zappavigna, 2012). In the first one, there is an important live aspect, reporting 
that it is “sick how much people” who are present at the demonstration, 
combined with a gratification and the emoticon. She or he inscribes him or 
herself into the collective as well as addresses the collective at the same time 
and as such is per- forming collectivity on Twitter. In the second example, it is 
less obvious if the tweeter will join the demonstration, it might even be 
reasonable to guess that he will not. Nonetheless, he performs collectivity 
through the affection- ate address where he writes that the protesters deserve 
love and respect, and that “together we,” the tweeter included, “are strong.” The 
collectivity that is enacted here is, to some extent, limited to those who actively 
participate in or support the demonstration; however, it can be made live from a 
distance. 
Temporal Identifications With the City 
 
Extract 4 
 
Thanks Malmö for this time, tomorrow, travelling back to Stockholm <3 #Malmö #notoracism 
#kämpaMalmö 
We can see in Extract 4 how something happens when the addressee is not at the 
general gathering of participants, but rather, it is Malmö, and as such the city 
comes to stand for the demonstrating public. This is something that is 
characteristic for most tweets in this set of data, and it takes form in a few 
different ways and as such allows for different relations between subjects and 
the city:  
Extract 5 
 
It was incredibly nice to be at the demonstration today. I love Malmö. The most beautiful city in the 
world and the most beautiful family #kämpamalmö 
In Extract 5, for example, we can see how it is possible to identify a clear 
interdiscursivity from another local-patriotic discourse, namely that of the 
supporter discourse. It is important to note that the supporter group of the 
football team Malmö FF had one of the biggest blocks in the demonstration due 
to the involvement of one of the victims in the supporter environment. This is 
marked by the phrase “the world’s most beautiful family,” where “family” 
refers to the supporter groups of Malmö FF. So while this tweet partly belongs 
to a different discourse, the love for the city is part of a previously reiterated 
emotional chain where such identifications are allowed to be strong: 
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Extract 6 
 
Never been this proud over the city I live in. Fuck, I love you #malmö #Kämpamalmö 
The affection showed in Extract 6 is more cautious in its temporality if we 
compare it with the previous extract. It also marks the risks of strong 
identifications. As such, this identification is guided by radical left political 
discourse where strong identifications with a geographical space can be seen as 
problematic. Here, the past is included as differentiated from the present when 
the tweeter uses “never before have I been this proud of the city I live in. Fuck I 
love you #malmö.” What we need to account for is how such temporal 
differences in discourse reconfigure the collectivity involved. The collectivity of 
#kämpamalmö is a contingent collectivity, changing shape through emotional 
negotiations. Compared to the previous example where the love for the city was 
confirmed and reiterated, another temporality of emotions is governing to what 
extent it is possible to feel strongly about an object. 
 
Malmö as a Condensation of Emotional Investment 
 
Extract 7 
 
FUCKING LOVE THIS CITY #KämpaMalmö #KämpaShowan #notoracism 
 
LOVE YOU MALMÖ #kämpaShowan #kämpamalmö STHLM <3 MALMÖ #antifa 
Another way to show this is to look at these two different tweets where the love 
for the city is expressed. In most of the tweets that are expressing love for 
Malmö, the city comes to stand as a metaphor for the anti-fascist struggle. One 
can imagine a difference in terms of the geographical structure between 
Stockholm and Malmö, where one suburb in Stockholm, Kärrtorp,4 became the 
symbol for the same struggle. This makes the metaphor potentially stronger in 
the case of Malmö, in the sense that most of the inhabitants of the city, the non-
participants are repressed in this metaphor. When the demonstration is addressed 
from a distance, it is “Malmö” which is addressed as we can see in the second 
example in the previous extract. The first one just expresses its affection with 
capitals, for “THIS CITY.” This could also be linked to the “relocalisation” 
toward which political movements have been said to move, as a way to anchor 
itself into the material struggle and not getting lost through the 
deterritorialization of globalization of capital and politics (Askanius, 2010). 
Previous studies have also shown how “[a]ctivists sometimes draw on emotional 
                                           
4 In December 2013, a large anti-fascist demonstration was organized in Kärrtorp, and the suburb became the 
symbol for this struggle nationally. Later, however, there has been a development where #kämpasthlm has 
emerged where anti-racist struggles are gathered under the hashtag. 
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connections to places created by other movements” (Jasper & Owens, 2014, p. 
539). In this case, the interdiscursivity of emotionality already invested in the 
city (as with the supporter discourse) is drawn upon by the participants. 
Extract 8 
 
Love Malmö and all its citizens #KämpaMalmö 
The “condensation” (Freud, 1955/2010), based on the metaphoric representation 
voiced in the tweets, through which Malmö comes to stand for this struggle 
becomes even clearer through examples where the citizens are mentioned, as in 
Extract 8. The tweet above addresses Malmö and “all its citizens”; even though 
only around 13,000 people participated in the demonstration, and it is uncertain 
how many of the non-participants might sympathize with it. This is, of course, 
not the point. The strategic function of this is to fill “Malmö,” an empty signifier 
with the strategic elements. The discursive importance of the hashtag as 
discussed in the theoretical section could be pointed to in this condensation. 
Obviously, this is what the organizers wish to accomplish.  
Ambient Co-Presence   
In this section, I will focus on the idea that Zappavigna (2014) puts forward, 
where she argues how discursive participation on Twitter is more about the 
creation and sustention of social bonds than the production and sharing of 
ideational content. I will show and discuss how participants construct not only 
political boundaries through emotional discourse but also, more importantly, a 
sense of affiliation with each other. According to Zappavigna, using a hashtag  
presupposes that a post has an ambient audience who may share or contest the 
values construed by the accompanying verbiage. This interpersonal orientation 
arises from the main function of microblogging: proposing bonds to a set of 
followers (or wider ambient audience) (Zappavigna, 2014, p. 211).  
The emotional address mentioned in the previous section can be seen as what 
Collins has termed “emotional energy” (Collins, 2001). The proposition of a 
bond enacted through the use of one hashtag (officially set by the organizers) is 
a bond that can be followed by others, and in this case being difficult to dissent 
from. As shown before, there is an important live as well as contingent aspect of 
this. Furthermore, there is a cohabitative function in this proposed bond that is 
open for immediate habitation.  
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Distant Identification.  
A position that tweeters in the corpus were taking is where they show affiliation 
from a distance by identifying with the protest. In many of these tweets, there 
are clear references to both the space in which the protest takes place and the 
space that differentiates the tweeter from it. This presence of others is visible 
partly because of those tweeters who are not at the demonstration and the ways 
in which they communicate their absence. In this sense, digital media makes it 
possible for users to engage in a mediation process that “an aura of intimate 
sociability that acknowledges distance while simulating closeness” (Coleman, 
2013, p. 215). In some of the cases, it takes an apologetic form, where the 
tweeter presenting reasons for not being there. Twitter discourse contains the 
structural possibility for tweeters to legitimize their absence from a distance. 
The liveness and the “common time” of Twitter discourse privileges presence, 
but enables distant participation through co-presence, which sustains a sense of 
guilt, which the distant sympathizers have to negotiate around:  
 
Extract 9 
 
Physically I’m on a train, but mentally I’m on Möllan #kämpamalmö #KämpaShowan 
 
malmö, I want to be with you. Am with you, this is from yesterday, solidarity from Berlin! 
#kämpamalmö 
 
I got the best birthday gift despite working all day: the favourite gift is that Malmö stood united against 
racism and nazism! #kämpamalmö 
Such regret requires justification such as that presented above. Another way, in 
which tweeters can cover up the distance, is through expressing desire and envy 
as we can see in the following extract: 
Extract 10 
 
I WANNA BE IN MALMÖ TOO!! #kämpamalmö #kämpamalmö #nonazisinourstreets 
Or as in Extract 11, through distant pride where the first is in solidarity from 
another manifestation taking place in Gothenburg (#Göteborg), and the second is 
connecting #kämpamalmö with a previous, and less successful event in the city 
Norrköping: 
Extract 11 
 
Proud of the anti-nazi and anti-racist manifestations all over Sweden today. #Göteborg #kämpaMalmö 
#KämpaShowan 
 
After a pale influx in Nkpg this week I’m getting teary-eyed when I see the pictures from Malmö. I wish 
I could have walked with you #kämpaMalmö 
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Emotional Recognition  
We have seen above that emotions mainly are expressed by an individual who is 
referring to his or her felt emotions about an object. Beyond this self-referring 
emotionality, we can also observe another way to use emotional language that 
will be called “emotional recognition.” In the tweets that have been thematized 
as enactments of emotional recognition, the sociality and intersubjectivity of the 
emotional expressions are something different from those where the tweeter 
mainly expresses his or her own emotional states. In this section, I will show 
how emotional language is used to relate to others through the recognition of the 
others feelings:  
Extract 12 
 
The sky over Malmö cries today. I do too. The worst thing is that I know that I’m really not alone. 
#kämpamalmö #KämaShowan 
In Extract 12, the tweeter relates her emotional state to how the city is crying, 
when the rain is pouring down hours before the demonstration. This is also one 
of many tweets where the tweeter refers to their emotions by pointing to bodily 
affect or symptoms. By mentioning emotional states by referring to bodily 
symptoms, as in this case crying, an ambivalence is brought forward as to what 
kind of emotion the tweeter actually refers. If her crying is caused by the 
collective trauma incited by Nazi violence or the pride she feels when being part 
of the protest is not clarified. More importantly, she writes that “The worst thing 
is that I know that I’m really not alone.” This could be understood as a way of 
inserting oneself into the social and collective in a way similar to what Burkitt 
(2012) calls “emotional reflexivity.” He argues that  
because dialogical reflexivity is bound up in relations to others and populated by 
their voices, as well as the voices we identify as our “own,” the emotions 
entangled in those relationships animate, shape and colour the way we reflexively 
see ourselves and the way we consider ourselves in relation to the social context: 
indeed, it influences the very way in which we see the social context itself. 
(Burkitt, 2012, p. 471) 
If we follow this argument, the participant knows that she is not alone in her 
emotional state, which gives legitimacy to both her own state of mind and the 
feelings of others. What this also points to is the way in which emotional 
expression works is less the transparent effect of “basic emotions,” rather they 
are social in the sense that there is a reciprocity where an imagined audience is 
addressed. Expressions of emotional reflexivity can be seen in some other 
configurations shown in the following extract:  
 72 
 
Extract 13 
 
Such powerful #solidarity in the gigantic #demo in #Malmö today. The children also felt that greatness. 
Strong impression for all of us. #love #kämpamalmö 
 
The sisters Ellen and Maria are proud to be Malmö residents a day when 10000 gather to show its 
resistance #kämpamalmö 
In the first example, a parent is reflecting her own feelings in the feelings of her 
children. In the second one, the left-wing party is expressing, on their official 
Twitter account, how two people from the crowd are proud about being part of 
the demonstration. What should be noted is how there are a variety of ways in 
this discourse to make your own emotions known as well as legitimate through 
the recognition of the emotions of others. Emotional recognition is thus a 
discursive strategy to legitimize one’s public emotions through feeling what 
others are feeling. This points to the importance of the discursive aspects of 
emotionality, it supports certain kinds of socialites, as well as it draws upon 
emotional references to other people’s expressions. 
Concluding Discussion  
I want to address the focal notes struck by the analysis and the ways in which it 
relates to the research questions. While emotion in politics is starting to find its 
place within the mainstream of communication scholarship what this article has 
tried to show, through an analytical focus on the discursive aspects of emotions, 
is how the social and political relations between participants in their everyday 
participation are configured in several different ways. With this discursive 
strategy, I have suggested a way “to investigate a subject who is produced by 
but not wholly subject to contemporary socio-cultural locations” (Taylor, 2014, 
p. 9), taking into account how both the structural and political locations of 
engagement in the media are forming the participating subjects, as well as the 
objects coming out of such discursive interaction.  
A Negotiated Subjectivity Through Live Emotional 
Interaction  
The analysis shows how discourse leaves room for negotiation of subjectivity, 
and that processes of identification and emotions in political engagement online 
have several functions, both politically and socially. The reasons for choosing 
the analytical strategy has been to understand the type of subjectivity that the 
mediated discourse allows for and how such subjectivities enable people to 
identify with each other as well as enacting engagement in possibly new ways. 
But the analysis is also a way to make visible the social component of strong 
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entitlement as something beyond the excessive and to stress the importance of 
taking interest in the details of language use in online political engagement. It 
further clearly shows how the political ideational content is weaved together 
through complex patterns of identification, which differs among users, and 
where live micro-blogging becomes a space for the negotiation of different 
subjectivities rather than, and in some cases alongside, broadcasting clear 
political manifestations.  
If we are considering social media through the lens of the techno-revolutionary 
narrative that has carried it for quite some time, it is easy to discard political 
engagement in social media as being impotent or co-opted by exploitative 
communicative capitalism, as much critical scholarship tends to conclude 
(Fuchs, 2013; Fuchs & Dyer-Witheford, 2012). However, as in this case, Twitter 
discourse often nonetheless plays an important role in mediating the voice of the 
“roaring public” (Coleman & Ross, 2010), where users invite other users and 
participants to express themselves on serious political issues. This is a space 
where strong emotions are allowed and where they, to some extent, become part 
of the political objectivity that people can share when it is difficult to share all 
different kinds of identifications. 
Collectivities Grounded in Feelings  
The emotions that are expressed in this corpus might be strong but, as the 
analysis shows, this does not mean they are outside the scope of the social and 
the political relations. This strong emotionality does allow for forms of 
collectivity that are enacted precisely through such emotional investment. The 
emotional investment that people put into objects reshapes both the subjects who 
are investing in objects as well as the relation between the object and other 
subjects. To feel in public is a way for people to discharge their own individual 
emotions in front of others, but it also becomes a way of being part of a public 
based partly on shared emotions. This becomes clear when emotional 
expressivity is a discursive resource in relating to the event as in the case of 
distant identification, with its apologetic mode of expressing their regret for not 
being at the demonstration, or the way in which people try to recognize their 
political feelings in others through emotional recognition. Even through the 
rapid temporality of discourse, the site offers a place where subjects can 
negotiate the collective memories through live self-enactment in discourse (van 
dijck, 2010). This negotiating public presents itself as a public who feels and 
who invites others to feel its outrage, love and solidarity together. What Stephen 
Coleman says about the performativity of voting also resonates to this protest 
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when he says that “The main function of the social performance of voting is the 
formation of a mass subject which comes to imagine and recognise itself” 
(Coleman, 2013, p. 72). 
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Introduction 
The narrative authority of the ‘I’ must give way to the perspective and temporality 
of a set of norms that contest the singularity of my story. (Butler, 2005: 37) 
Journalism’s role in making the public’s participation in political issues visible 
to the public itself is a symbolic cornerstone of democratic discourse (Coleman, 
2013). Even as the voices of those from the general public are heavily managed 
when they are represented in various media formats, they become important in 
the reproduction of the idea that public participation is paramount for 
engagement in democratic life (Coleman and Ross, 2010). Forms of 
participation in and through the media, however, are not equal (Carpentier, 
2011; Thornborrow, 2015), and just because ‘people speak with their own voice 
does not, however restrict the power of journalism in representation of citizen’s 
voices’ (Ekström and Tolson, 2017: 1, emphasis in original). The way in which 
journalism represents people’s voices and makes it possible for people to 
represent their own voices is producing ‘discourses of political (dis)engagement’ 
(Ekström and Tolson, 2017), and this is why it is important to study cases of 
political participation in the media in order to be able to say something about the 
norms that guide the ways in which one can be politically engaged and 
participate in mediated discourses. In this article, I present an analysis of how 
speaker identities are made up in radio interviews about a migrant activist 
manifestation called Asylstafetten. 
In order to say something about how speaker identities are produced in discourse 
as well as how those identities are connected to ideas of the possibilities and 
constraints of democratic participation in the media, my analytical focus is on 
how footings are constructed in radio interviews (Goffman, 1981). It is 
important to stress that those who talk on behalf of themselves and others are 
doing so in relation to discourses where only some aspects of that speaking 
subject will be intelligible to those who listen. As many critical scholars have 
argued, the speaking subject is always to a greater or lesser degree an effect of 
discursive and genre-bound truth regimes (Ahmed, 2000; Butler, 2005; Collins, 
2008; Fairclough, 1989). To become a (speaking) subject you must enter the 
power dynamics of discourse (Foucault, 1973, 1979, 2008). Subjection 
highlights the non-fixity of the social subject as well as the performative nature 
of discursive practices in different institutions (Austin et al., 1975). The 
subjection is to some extent dependent upon discursive negotiations; some 
aspects of the self will be highlighted more than others. The interest in speaker 
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identities in this context requires an inquiry into whom those who want to talk 
about politics in public are allowed to be when doing so. 
Migrants’ voices from the margins 
The particular context of the case brings an emergence to this relationship, as it 
concerns a group that stands on the border of national politics; they are outside it 
at the same time as they are actually participating in it. This makes the following 
analysis a good case for discussing the making and unmaking of precarious 
speaker identities in news discourse (Montgomery, 2008). Contemporary 
political theory has attributed migrants a privileged class position in Western 
democracies. Although not a new topic (Arendt, 1998 [1958]), these discussions 
have been concerned with what constitutes political subjects and how migration 
might unsettle what constitutes the political, which in other words concerns the 
definition of who can be considered to be inside and who are outside the 
political body (Dikeç, 2013; Douzinas, 2013; Rancière, 1999, 2004). The 
particular interest of these discussions has concerned migrant participation in 
political discourse and how such an enactment of the citizen from the position of 
being outside it might alter how we understand national politics. In discussing 
Arendt’s work on political action, Dikeç (2013) argued that this new figure of 
politics appears through the emergence of this new political subjectivity, which 
was created through the actions of individuals who did not officially exist, who, 
nevertheless, were present in a ‘space of appearance’. Space of appearance, 
then, is not only a space where subjectivity is disclosed, but also one where 
political subjectivity is produced (p. 86). 
Speaker identities and the speaking subject in journalism 
Journalism scholars have studied how journalism as an institution draws up 
demarcation lines toward other institutions and actors, including sources out of 
which news is created (Broersma et al., 2013; Lewis, 2012; Schudson, 1995, 
2012; Tuchman, 1972). Other strands of research have been focusing on the 
experience of actors who act within the frames of the media (Couldry, 2000; 
Palmer, 2017; Scannell, 1996). Yet another research, with which this article 
closely identifies, has shown how media discourse plays an important role in 
how journalistic sources should be understood (Ekström, 2006, 2015; Ekström et 
al., 2006; Montgomery, 2008, 2010; Thornborrow, 2001, 2010; Tolson and 
Ekström, 2013). In this case, the relations among genres, journalists and 
participants (professionals or laypersons) are studied through detailed analysis 
of language use in interaction. 
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News discourse organizes how speaker identities become possible to enact 
within the context of the format. To examine how identities in discourse are both 
facilitated and obstructed is of paramount interest to discussions about who can 
and should participate in politics, and the role that symbolic mediated functions, 
such as in journalism, should have in enabling participation (Dahlgren, 2013; 
Ekström and Tolson, 2017). The ways in which this is rendered are dependent 
upon the norms and practices belonging to journalism as an institution as well as 
those belonging to other social fields, in this case the realm of politics (Lewis et 
al., 2005). Important contributions can be found in research on social identities 
in journalism, often with a focus on immigrants and what social roles they are 
allowed to play in European political discourse (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001; Van 
Dijk, 1991, 2000), while some work has focused on other social identities such 
as workers (Jacobsson, 2016) or specific national citizens (Mylonas, 2014) in 
times of crisis. Other studies have instead focused on the identities of politicians 
and ordinary citizens as enacted through journalistic discourse (Ekström, 2002; 
Ekström et al., 2006; Patrona and Ekström, 2011). There is also research 
focusing specifically on identities that are marginal in relation to journalism. 
Homeless people constitute one such social group that is underrepresented as 
speakers in journalistic discourse. Schneider (2011) found that homeless people, 
when they are talking for themselves, have been restricted to making claims 
about their personal experience of homelessness rather than about political 
demands that might change their situation. 
Analytical framework 
Footing in radio interview discourse 
In arguing for the specific analytical framework of the article, I find help in 
Tolson and Ekström (2013), who stated that 
It is in the detailed constructions of these encounters, we would argue, that 
mediated democratic procedures are both displayed and inflected; and, by 
comparison, what happens in subsequent press coverage or in opinion polls is 
secondary to these main events of mediated political communication. (p. 3)  
While the authors were writing in the context of election research, I argue that 
the same argument is valid in this case. By analysing talk in interaction, it is 
possible to grasp how speaker identities are negotiated by activists and 
journalists in their interaction; such analysis gives us insights into the 
democratic dimensions of these mediated encounters. I find inspiration in 
Goffman’s analytical concepts about speaker roles and footing. Goffman posited 
that any speech act is enacted through the use of three different speaker roles: 
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‘animator’, ‘author’ and ‘principal’. The first role, simply enough, is the one (the 
phonetic body or machine) who is making the utterance, and the second is the 
one who has authored the spoken utterance. The ‘principal’ refers to the social 
organization to which the uttering is related and from which it is enacted, and 
which also it is ideationally thought to reproduce. In Goffman’s (1981) words, 
the principal is ‘someone whose position is established by the words that are 
spoken, someone whose beliefs have been told, someone who is committed to 
what the words say’ (p. 144). The first two roles can be, and indeed in many 
cases are, enacted by the same individual, while the third is more related to the 
collective and social affiliation a speaker is dependent on and is reproducing in 
her or his speech. Consequently, the analysis of footing is interested in the social 
constitution of identities that speech is drawn upon, even if the author and the 
animator coexist in the same body, and the ways in which this can be changed 
through the course of an utterance. This corresponds to what Tolson and 
Ekström (2013) argued: 
Speaker footings become particularly relevant in political speeches where 
politicians may be speaking for themselves, representing their parties or attempting 
to align themselves with the general public. In shifting footings between these 
positions, issues of sincerity, authority and credibility are at stake. (p. 5)  
The dimension of analysis of footing that is concerned with the different aspects 
of the speaker sincerity and authority is particularly important in this case, as 
much of the focus here is on the individual’s own experiences (Persson, 2016). 
Furthermore, it helps us to understand what different footings imply in terms of 
the relation with the interviewer or the listener/audience as well as with the 
journalistic discourse in general. Talking on behalf of oneself, for example, 
implies a sincerity and coherence not necessary when the speaker is enacting an 
animator role for someone else, or when s/he is speaking on behalf of a group. 
When speaking on behalf of a group of people, while there is a need to present a 
hegemonic and coherent image of the group, the full identification between 
animator and author might not be demanded. This is where the analysis of the 
principal becomes especially relevant in the sense that it is the ‘entity 
represented’ (Tolson and Ekström, 2013: 5). In this particular case this could, 
for example, be the migrant activist group that the activists are participating in 
and are representing, or possibly a wider political movement or strand of actors 
who engage in similar political activities. But it could also imply refugees in 
general or the wider general public. That means that when we are analysing the 
footing of a speaker we are interested in the modes of communication described 
earlier, but we also stay attentive to the changes in footing, as well as to how 
these speaker roles interact with each other and the kinds of identities the 
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different speaker roles are making the speaker entitled to. Goffman (1981) stated 
that when speakers ‘shift from saying something ourselves to reporting what 
someone else said, we are changing our footing’ (p. 151). Not only are footings 
and positions identified and registered, but the analysis of footing is also 
employed to show the more dynamic aspects of speaker identities and their 
ideological implications. According to Frosh et al. (2002), this can be achieved 
through an analytical ‘attention to the gaps in discourse, the contradictions, 
silences and other absences’, as they argue that this ‘is an important strategy for 
conceptualising the limits of conscious articulation’ (p. 5). The argument is that 
to pay attention to gaps and contradictions of how the structure of discourse 
gives identities to social actors and arranges people according to their own 
specific identity and to take note of how the lack of possibilities in discourse 
itself is creating gaps; this in turn complicates how we should understand the 
identities enacted and given to the participants. 
The public as a source in journalistic interviews 
The news interview is one of the key parts of news production, not least through 
the fundamental role it has had in how journalism has developed into an 
autonomous institution (Ekström et al., 2006). Interviews make possible the 
impartial management of voices in editing (the voices of sources as well as the 
interviewer’s voice), where voices effectively become the central objects 
through which journalism enacts transparency. Voices are further re-
contextualized in such a way that the particularities of any story fit into a 
specific news genre and in relation to the specific news item (Ekström, 2002). 
Some attempts have been made to classify news interviews to better understand 
what is particular to a specific interview item among a diversity of interview 
types and what kind of social identities these types lend themselves to produce 
(Kroon Lundell and Eriksson, 2010; Montgomery, 2008). Typologies over 
interview formats are an important research foundation when it is interested in 
speaker identities of participants in journalism. In this case it is rather a kind of 
hybrid format (Ekström, 2011; Hutchby, 2017) between experiential and 
accountability interview, with its own negations of speaker identities that come 
with these formats. 
Situating the discursive genre that applies to this data set, it differs from so-
called ‘vox pop’ (Myers, 2004), where someone is chosen to represent a part of 
the general public through her or his opinions on a matter. As noted by Ekström 
and Tolson (2017: 3), ‘the implied question in a vox pop interview is not “what 
you say” but “what does someone like you say”’, and thus marks how the 
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speaking subject is addressed by journalistic discourse not as someone 
interesting in himself or herself but as someone who can represent a common 
opinion. As I will show in the analysis, there are some negotiations through 
which the activists who are interviewed are moving between speaking as 
representatives for something and someone and representing their own 
experiences. One important practical feature of the news interview is the way it 
presents the ‘authentic’ (Scannell, 1996; Thornborrow, 2001). Authenticity has 
long been a topic of discussion in relation to art, music and political 
communication (Van Leeuwen, 2001). Authentic forms of talk have become 
vital in conversational forms of mediated experience (Montgomery, 2008), 
especially when ‘truthfulness’ is at stake (Thornborrow, 2001). Others have 
pointed to the place authenticity is given in a media and news environment 
where ‘expert’ participants are given an increasingly important role in 
establishing authority (Livingstone and Lunt, 1992). To be authentic or not, and 
to what speaker identity authenticity is related, is thus a question of power. We 
should therefore not only take authenticity as a definitive quality of certain 
modes of talk but as something that is intertwined with relations of discursive 
power, where some actors are able to be evaluated as authentic speakers within 
the discursive context while some aren’t (Van Leeuwen, 2001). 
Methodology and data 
Data 
The data comprise 16 radio interviews of varying lengths, ranging from 1 to 10 
minutes. They were aired during the yearly manifestations of Asylstafetten from 
2013 to 2015, and they all originate from Swedish public service radio channels. 
A few of the radio shows in which the interviews were broadcast were regional 
news programmes, while others were part of national newscasts. The 
geographical distribution of the programmes in which they appeared is 
dependent upon the group’s specific circumstances – where they walked long 
distances through Sweden and thus attracted interest from local newsrooms. The 
interviews were either broadcast live or were part of a featured piece where the 
interviews were edited by the reporter with a voice-over introducing the 
interviewees’ speech, or a combination of the two. As noted earlier, the 
interviews are typically in a hybrid format, with a focus on the experiences that 
the participants have gathered during the manifestation, or the experience they 
have of being a refugee, as well as with questions about what they want to 
achieve politically. All of the radio interviews were transcribed and analysed 
with a focus on the distribution of speaker roles and changes of footing. 
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Findings: Speaker identities through footing 
Through the findings section, I will show the making and unmaking of speaker 
identities. The focus of the analysis is on three units of analysis: the utterances 
in themselves, where the footings and the speaking activist are the centre of 
attention; the relation between reporter and activist; and the immediate context 
of the utterance, which in this data set mainly consists of voice-overs. This 
means that the focus is neither on the global narrative of the migrant activist 
movement nor on the more political and theoretical implications of the discourse 
about the movement. It is about the speaker identities and the kinds of ideas 
about citizenship that are realized through the mediated participation  
(Dahlgren, 2012; Ekström and Tolson, 2017). 
The author who speaks 
The first type of speaker identity is one where the speakers are the authors of 
what they are saying. This role allocation produces – as well as relies upon – 
authentic speech (Thornborrow, 2001), where the activist is telling stories about 
his or her own experience. There are quite a few examples where the 
relationship between the authorship and its animation is enacted without much 
conflict. I will show two examples of this. One important contextual aspect is 
that the overall journalistic narrative about Asylstafetten is built around a few of 
its founding participants, where they talk about their own experiences of being 
refugees coming to Europe (Persson, 2016). This is showed through the 
following examples, where we have a figure of the speaking subject, who to 
some extent is fixed in this stance of talking on behalf of himself. 
Example 1. (De går mellan Malmö och Stockholm för att protestera mot flyktingpolitiken, SR 
P4 Stockholm, 23 July 2013) 
 
Voice-over Now he has asked the authorities one more time if he can stay 
in Sweden, and he is awaiting a response. 
  
Activist Ah yes, I have lived here like six years and still I haven’t 
got a residence permit or anything so I thought I can tell 
people or show or inform people and tell them like what kind of 
problem → you have when you are without papers.   
In the first example, the speech of the activist is introduced by a voice-over, in 
which the reporter is providing context to the activist’s response in a way that 
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the focus is on his experience of living in Sweden as a migrant. This is followed 
by a coherent and continued footing in which the only shift of footing (marked 
with an arrow) occurs where the activist is animating a more general experience, 
which also belongs to himself, but is one that he shares with others. This 
example shows how the arrangement of speaker identities is a complex process 
where seemingly unnoticeable shifts in one’s footing change the identity and 
claims that come with another identity. 
Example 2. (Asylstafetten har vandrat från Malmö Till Sörmland, SR P4 Sörmland, 9 August 
2013) 
 
Reporter  Yes, I asked you just before we started to talk about that you 
don’t find it exhausting to walk here from Malmö since you told 
me that you by yourself have walked through Europe from 
Afghanistan to come here, tell me. 
 
Activist   I was almost four or five years when I left my country 
and it’s almost fifteen, sixteen years that I’ve been without 
papers and seven years in Europe without papers. I had no place 
to stay for myself, I had nothing for myself so it’s not that 
hard to just take a walk from Malmö to Stockholm. It’s not hard 
for me but it’s hard for those who only walk for a couple of 
days or a week; it’s a bit hard for the → others but not → for 
me. I think I can walk all the way 
 
Reporter  You are a real champ, but what do you hope that → you1 will 
achieve with this march? 
In the second example, there is also a coherent footing where the activist is 
talking on behalf of himself and at length about his experiences of the journey to 
Europe. This footing is confirmed by the interviewer when he compliments the 
activist for his achievements during his long journey. This further stresses the 
importance of how the speaker roles are allocated and enacted; this stance is 
situating the activist in such a way that he is congratulated as an individual. 
Implicated in the choice and negotiation of footing there are already frameworks 
for the position from which one can be evaluated. These examples present a 
coherent speaker identity where the interviewee complies with the format of 
                                           
1 Plural “you”. 
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being a witness to an event rather than being a participant in meaningful 
political discourse. 
Talking for the group: Animating a principal and another 
author 
Another speaker identity where there is little movement between footings is 
where activists speak on behalf of the group as spokespersons, and as such they 
are animators of something that is authored by the group. We can see this in the 
following example, where one activist (who does not have the experience of 
being a refugee) is talking about what the group is planning to do during the 
march. She does not change footing but acts solely as a spokesperson for the 
group, not for herself or for refugees in general. In doing this, she speaks 
without risking having to talk about her own experience, and thus she can talk 
about the group’s plans and expectations during the march. 
Example 3. (Asylstafetten går från Malmö till Stockholm, SR P1 16 July, 2013)  
 
Activist  The focus is to talk with people like to initiate a debate and 
that’s been the idea by walking through all the small towns 
between Malmö and Stockholm. We will have a couple of open 
workshops, handicraft workshops for example.  
 
Reporter   What does that mean? 
 
Activist   A few artists will come to some of the cities I know that  
have created some kind of handicraft concerning this issue in 
some way. In some places there will be seminars and we will 
have film screenings where we show films that talk to the 
situation for refugees and like hold discussions. After that 
the idea is to hold them [the events] in squares so that it is 
available.... 
Being the representative for the activists is seemingly not a difficult position to 
enact for the interviewee, as she is only acting as someone representing a small 
group of activists rather than some larger group in society. This differs from the 
speaker role in Example 4, where the activist is talking on behalf of someone 
other than herself. However, in this example the speaker does not talk about the 
group as a collective but about someone she has met during the manifestation. In 
this example, as well as the preceding one, the activist speaks with confidence in 
the ability to speak about others, visible in the lack of change in footing. In both 
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these examples, the activists are not (former) refugees, and as such do not risk 
having their experiences confused with those of refugees. In the following 
example, the activist talks about her own experience of the march at the same 
time as telling a story about the issue in general. She is able to talk about the 
general experiences of refugees and does this with a moral and epistemic 
distance to her utterance, as she makes this claim as something taken for 
granted. 
Example 4. (Asylstafetten frame i Visby, SR P4 Gotland, 30 June, 2014)  
Voice-over  She particularly remembers a story that moved her deeply. One 
of her friends from the march was treated as a criminal when he 
fled his country at twelve years old.   
Activist:  A twelve-year-old does not make the decision by himself, does 
not make the decision because it’s something fun,  
something exciting, a twelve-year-old is forced to make 
the decision because he has to and because there is nothing to 
live for where he has lived up until now. 
The last two examples give us speaking subjects who only speak as activists, 
whereas in the first two examples the speaking subjects, while also activists, 
only speak in the capacity of being refugees. 
Change of footing as resisting personalization: 
Transposition from speaking author to animating principal 
In contrast to the speaker roles shown in the previous sections, where footings 
are rather coherent and where the activists speak on behalf of themselves or 
about others, there are examples where activists move between talking about 
themselves and talking about others. This movement is located through the shifts 
of footing and how these rearrange the speaker identities. While the premise for 
the relationship between activist and his or her activism in the first two 
configurations is built on the premise of it being authentic, we can see in the 
following examples that they are trying not to talk about the importance of their 
own personal experience but rather are trying to shift into making their talk a 
principal matter. 
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Example 5. (Asylstafetten har vaandrat från Malmö Till Sörmland, SR P4 Sörmland, 9 
August 2013) 
Reporter  And you are the initiator of Asylstafetten? 
 
Activist  Yes. 
 
Reporter  Okay eh yes tell us what Asylstafetten is.  
 
Activist    Asylstafetten is maybe about my history and maybe not only 
about my history but about many, many → other people who are 
asylum seekers or undocumented and who can’t tell people what 
their situation looks like and why they leave their countries, 
why they come here and why they come to Sweden or Europe. 
Example 5 shows a change of footing that is reoccurring in this set of data. In 
this case activists – first and foremost activists who have experiences of being 
refugees – are moving between the roles of speaking for themselves and 
speaking for others. In many of these examples, the shift goes from speaking 
about themselves when asked about it to speaking about the group. The activist 
in Example 5 was one of the central figures in the march the first year, and as 
such, much of his talk is centred on his own story. Hence, what we can see in 
this example is how, by moving into a principal role, he is trying to keep a 
distance from his own personal story while also exploiting the credibility that 
comes with this authentic form of speech. The principal that is animated is that 
of refugees in general and not the particular activist group, as we can see in 
Example 3. The first shift is thus from talking only on behalf of himself to that 
of describing other refugees who are in this situation. In addition, this is also a 
good example of how the ‘epistemic territory’ (Ekström and Tolson, 2017; 
Heritage, 2012) is negotiated in the activist’s response to the journalist. The 
activist is shifting the grounds from which he can speak about the asylum 
seekers and undocumented migrants, between his own experiential account 
(Montgomery, 2010) and an enactment of the expert role. 
Example 6. (Asylstafetten går från Malmö till Stockholm, SR P1 16 July, 2013) 
Voice-over For Maram who came from Palestine four years ago and plans to 
walk to Helsingborg it is important to influence people like 
Roy and Camilla (mentioned previously in the coverage)even if 
she was really tired when the march reached Lund.   
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Activist  I don’t feel my legs, but no it feels like you have done a 
really great thing, you are really proud over what you have 
done and it feels like now when we have walked and cheered all 
the time it feels like you have told people more about 
undocumented about → how it is to be undocumented, and about 
the situation so that → they see us and that → we try to change 
the politics and the migration policies in this way, these are 
→ my hopes actually.  
In Example 6, the activist seems to be answering a question about how she feels 
about walking the long distance (introduced by a voice-over) and moves from 
her experience of the manifestation to that of talking about refugees in general 
(first arrow) and then a shift where she talks on behalf of this particular initiative 
(second arrow). She then shifts once more (third arrow), where she talks about 
the political change that she is hoping for. 
Example 7. (Asylstfetten passerade genom Linköping, SR P4 Östergötland, 5 August 2013) 
Reporter  Hello. Hello. Hi.  
 
Activist  Hi. 
 
Reporter  Are you in the demonstration?  
 
Activist    Mhm mh, but we had a policy that only those who are asylum → 
seekers or refugees should talk to the media and I haven’t been 
that. 
Example 7 shows how the activist is refusing the opportunity to speak on his 
own behalf. This example reveals a communication strategy by which the group 
aims to only let those with an authentic relationship to the experience of being a 
refugee talk to journalists. In response to the question asked by the journalist, 
the interviewee agrees that he is in fact a part of the demonstration, but at the 
same time he doesn’t want to be the one speaking for the group and for the 
manifestation. This actualizes the strategic use of authenticity, as well as the 
difficulty for both activist and journalist to position themselves in relation to the 
capacities in which people speak in a discursive relationship that is increasingly 
personalized (Den Herder, 2013; Thornborrow and Montgomery, 2010). 
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The shift from being ‘someone like you’ to being ‘this 
particular you’ 
The final two examples will focus more on the interaction between reporter and 
activist and the tension that is created in how they are able to speak from a more 
general position. In Example 8, we can observe that the journalist is asking three 
male activists where they originate from, to which they all answer that they 
come from Afghanistan. The journalist seems to expect a broader range of 
national background of his sources. This expectation, which then is responded to 
by the activist in saying that there are activists from other countries as well, 
further shows the difficulty for the activist in taking up a legitimate speaker 
identity as a spokesperson about the migrant issue, without it becoming 
intertwined with the identity of the particular activist. In contrast to the vox pop 
interviews mentioned previously, the activists are not allowed to form a 
‘someone like you’ (Ekström and Tolson, 2017) position from which they speak, 
but a position where they represent ‘this particular you’. 
Example 8 (Stafett för en mer human asylpolitik, SR P4 Kronoberg June 13, 2014) 
Reporter     Where are you guys from? You are from Afghanistan I assume? 
 
Activist 1   Yes, I’m from Afghanistan. 
 
Reporter   Ali? 
 
Activist 2   I am also from Afghanistan.   
 
Reporter     Ahh and? 
 
Activist 3   Yes, I am also from Afghanistan.  
 
Reporter  Ah heh all of you but there are people from different parts of     
the world [in the demonstration]?  
 
Activist 1  Yes they are from different parts of the world, Swedes that 
aren’t asylum seekers but who show solidarity with us and also 
from Eritrea and also from other countries.  
 
Activist 2   We have one guy from Nigeria.  
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In Example 9 below, there is a more explicit negotiation in the interaction 
between reporter and activist over the position of being ‘someone like you’ and 
‘this particular you’. A footing is offered to the activist from which he 
preferably should be speaking and from which he has to start over in his attempt 
to not talk on behalf of himself only. 
Example 9 (Asylstfetten passerade genom Linköping, SR P4 Östergötland, 5 August 2013)  
Reporter  You will rest for a day in Norrköping on Wednesday?  
 
Activist  Yes. 
 
Reporter  What are you going to do there? 
 
Activist We are going to hold workshops and speeches and tell [people]. 
 
Reporter   [Isn’t it] tiresome to walk when it’s this hot? 
 
Activist Eh yes it is tough but still you2 must do it to claim these 
rights that we long for; it is not that hard compared to our 
lives in Afghanistan.  
 
Reporter:  Are → you3 from Afghanistan?  
 
Activist Yes I’m from Afghanistan. I came from Afghanistan six years 
ago. 
This fairly long exchange between a journalist and an activist shows a 
negotiation about which position the activist is speaking from. In the second 
response, the activist is explaining to the journalist what the group is planning to 
do when they arrive in a city nearby. As he begins to tell the journalist what 
their plans are, he is interrupted with a question directed at him personally – 
whether he thinks it is tiresome to walk this far. The activist tries to keep focus 
on the political aspect and collective effort of the manifestation, and responds 
that it is tiresome but that it is worth it in comparison to the situation from which 
people escape, and the question turns around again to where he is from 
originally. After receiving the question about how he personally feels about 
being an asylum seeker, he again tries to talk about the more general feeling one 
can have when living in this precarious situation, yet his attempt is denied once 
                                           
2 Plural “you”. Swedish translation: “man”. 
3 Singular “you”. Swedish translation: “du”. 
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more. At this point, it is turned against him by the journalist, who wants to know 
if he is hidden, although he has already said that he is an asylum seeker (these 
judicial states are mutually exclusive). This form of address by journalists, 
where the activists are forced to talk as an individual and where any attempts to 
make the problem of a general character, is interrupted. What this example 
shows is that talking about others in interaction with someone who refuses to 
address you as anything other than a person talking on behalf of yourself – 
animator and author in the same form, not separated – becomes a problematic 
negotiation. 
Concluding remarks: The making and unmaking 
of speaking identities in journalism and the 
problem of authenticity 
If I try to give an account of myself, if I try to make myself recognizable and 
understandable, then I might begin with a narrative account of my life. But this 
narrative will be disoriented by what is not mine, or not mine alone. And I will, to 
some degree, have to make myself substitutable in order to make myself 
recognizable. The narrative authority of the ‘I’ must give way to the perspective 
and temporality of a set of norms that contest the singularity of my story. (Butler, 
2005: 37) 
In this quote, Judith Butler neatly emphasizes how speaking in general but 
public speaking in particular is a subjectively complex process not without its 
consequences, something that echoes throughout the analysis. The process of 
talking about an issue in public and representing something at the same time as 
not talking about yourself is not as strikingly simple as it could seem. In the light 
of these complexities, the question is not what it is possible to say in the context 
of news interviews, but rather who those who speak are allowed to be when they 
are saying something. To become an interviewed subject is dependent upon the 
interaction between journalist and activist, but it is also regulated by norms and 
routines. Previous research, which has shown that there are presupposed ideas 
within news formats of what these interviewed subjects can be when they talk, is 
supported by the analysis above. Speaking about political issues from non-
established positions is done through various forms of discursive negotiations. 
Partly, these negotiations are located ‘within’ each utterance, where there is 
more than one possible speaker role given to, or taken by, the speaker. There are 
also more explicit tensions, interactional ones, about what positions it is possible 
to take, as shown most clearly in the last example between journalist and 
activist. 
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I argue that the authentic subjectivity preferred by those who talk as sources in 
journalism, as shown through the analysis, should be discussed in terms of how 
it is connected with the idea of what it means to be political. Authenticity, as 
such, is not simply desirable in itself; rather, authentic talk produces a very 
specific subjectivity that belongs more to the performance of a private individual 
rather than public speech. In this specific case, the group tries to talk with 
authenticity as an explicit strategy to be more credible as speakers, which can be 
observed in Example 5. What this means, how- ever, is that the group members 
encounter a problem when trying to speak for others, or to act as authentic 
principals rather than authentic animators. We can see this through the 
misunderstandings shown most clearly in the last example, where the activist is 
trying to distance himself from his own experience, while not being allowed by 
the journalist to do so. 
I would argue that there are overlooked problematic aspects to journalism in 
how it creates public identities. To be able to say something coherent and 
interesting, journalistic discourse must ignore the fragility of subject when they 
enter relevant discourse (Butler, 2005; Frosh, 2010). In this particular case, this 
becomes evident in how journalistic discourse demands of the interviewed 
subjects a kind of authentic subjectivity that is never allowed to be developed. 
When someone is permitted or asked (or demanded) to speak on behalf of 
herself, this demand for authenticity is a demand for presenting an intimate 
relation within the speaker, between animator and author. This can take place in 
two separate ways. One way is that talking about others is performed but not 
acknowledged by journalistic discourse, where a subject is trying to formulate 
something that is beyond herself, articulating an attempt to talk as an authentic 
principal but being under- stood as an authentic author. The other problem 
concerns the difficulty that belongs to public speech in general and the resources 
it takes to be able to enunciate an authentic principal, or in other words to accept 
the alienation in discourse and reject any relation to the authorship of an 
utterance. In the examples where activists are able to animate a clear principal 
stance, as in Example 3, this is less of a problem. While the format presupposes 
as well as distributes the different authentic speaker roles, one might have to 
give up oneself to talk for and about others in a more distinct way, to not be 
mistaken as talking about oneself. It is not a problem in itself that there is a 
conflict in this form of appearance; the problem arises through the difficulty of 
making this conflict comprehensible in discourse. As a consequence, one could 
argue that there is a need in journalism to produce a subject that can, as an 
institutional practice, understand as well as be made understandable to its 
audience within a given format. 
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Introduction 
Much of what we have held to be certain about political action and its 
subjects has been decentred under late capitalism as political and 
technological structures to a large extent have shifted both in form and in 
content. While the streets are, sometimes even in unprecedented manners, 
filled with people protesting against the measures taken to moderate an 
escalated climate crisis, authoritative regimes, neoliberal politics, or 
nationalist and racist politics, much of the communication about politics 
has moved to social network services (SNSs), like Facebook and Twitter. 
Through these shifts of connective rather than collective action (Bennett & 
Segerberg, 2012), identities have been placed at the centre of political 
engagement and participation. On the one hand, there is increasingly strong 
pressure on users from SNSs and other service providers to sign up with 
their legal identities (Papacharissi, 2011; van Dijck, 2013; van Zoonen, 
2013). On the other hand, public culture has turned its focus from 
collective struggles to individual expressivity both in the realm of party 
politics and in the realm of social movements and activism (Bennett, 2012; 
Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Bernstein, 2005; Butler, 2015; Giddens, 1994; 
Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017; Thornborrow, 2010; Thornborrow & 
Montgomery, 2010). These socio-political and socio-technological trends 
are connected in so far as the technological framework of acting 
encourages individual voices while making it more difficult to create 
collective forms of speaking and identification (Kaun, 2017). In light of 
this movement towards a more authentic and personalized space in which 
actors are appearing as political, this article is interested in the construction 
of political participatory identities on Twitter, where the political debate is 
taking place to an increasing extent (Shifman, 2018).  
The overall argument of this movement is that the political self is becoming 
increasingly fractured as the site of its enactment becomes more multi-
contextual. The way in which political identities are constructed says 
important things about what it is possible to be and do while participating 
politically in specific contexts. One should, however, be cautious about 
overstating how the digital transformation of society has changed what it 
means to be political and rather stay attentive to how previous normative 
claims about political identities might be overshadowing the situation 
(Dahlgren, 2013; Zuckerman, 2014). It is important, though, to remain 
attentive to the idea that what we see in political participation through 
digital media might be altering the normative ideas of what is conceived as 
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a good political action and that these perhaps should be reconsidered 
(Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017). This paper has two bases. The first one is 
empirical and addresses the way in which political identities are 
constructed in self-presentation on Twitter. The second one links the 
empirical analysis to discussions about political identities and how they 
matter to our understanding of political action and being today. 
By analysing self-presentations in politically oriented Twitter profiles, this 
paper wishes to contribute to the discussion about political identities on 
Twitter in particular but also on social network sites in general. The context 
in which these participatory identities are constructed is at the same time 
public and private. It is public in the sense that it is a space in which 
political engagement is enacted and in terms of its relative, and at least 
formal, accessibility. It is private in the sense that it is privately owned and 
dominated by non-public issues (Fuchs, 2013). However, it is important for 
research not simply to take the construction of political identities for 
granted (Dahlgren, 2012), and, as discourse analysts Potter and Wetherell 
emphasise when giving arguments for the analysis of self-presentations, “In 
concentrating on grammar we can forget that certain constructions of the 
self may survive because they serve important social functions or maintain 
a particular kind of society” (1987, p. 108). Analysing the way in which 
political actors are enacting identities in online settings contributes not only 
to knowledge about the practices of users’ self-presentations themselves 
and who they want to be but further to knowledge about the contexts in 
which users present themselves and the possibilities that these contexts 
offer in terms of claiming an identity. The aim is to contribute to the 
discussion about the norms that guide political identification online and the 
way in which these are interlinked with ideas of democratic participation. 
Further, I find important inspiration in Ellison, Hancock, and Toma’s 
(2012) proposal to understand self-presentations “as a promise”. Although 
this promise is not in any way as important in the specific political context 
that is studied here as it is in the context of online dating, I find it fruitful to 
see how promises as discursive acts could be understood in the various 
ways in which people present themselves to draw links between self-
presentations in different online discourses. 
Identities in flux under digital capitalism  
The self has been subject to constant reinterpretation under late capitalism 
(Bauman, 2000), and one of the institutions that has proved to be a sensible 
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place for these fluctuating experiences of the self is the social spaces 
online. We are finding ourselves in increasingly multiple-contextual social 
and mediated environments in which different templates of modern self are 
rendered and to which subjectivity is produced, enacted, and understood in 
relation to contextual demands (Marwick & Boyd, 2010). These 
fluctuations in the ways in which identities are changing online have also 
become an increasingly important concern for both governments and 
corporations: 
Facebook and other SNSs favor the idea of people having one transparent identity 
that they disclose online, releasing habitual behavioral data and personal 
information in the process of socializing. Platform owners have a vested interest in 
pushing the need for a uniform online identity to attain maximum transparency, not 
only because they want to know who their users are, but also because advertisers 
want users’ ‘truthful’ data (Van Dijck, 2013, p. 200)  
Van Zoonen argues that recently the increasing securitization of the 
Internet has structured the self in accordance with the norms of authenticity 
inherent in practices of authentication of the legal self:  
[…] commercial, governmental and cultural forces actively work against multiple 
and performative experiences and practices of identity. The current requirements 
for passport pictures may be seen as the metonymical expression of such forces 
[…] the implicit cultural message of such stripped faces is unmistakable: there is 
one true original self that can be recognized and objectively authenticated. (Van 
Zoonen, 2013, p. 46) 
What this contemporary “implicit cultural message” is telling us is that we 
are increasingly encouraged to stand by our authenticated identity or that 
this is undertaken for us by means of biometric analytical tools, such as 
face recognition software (Cheney-Lippold, 2011; Norval & Prasopoulou, 
2017). In the domain of social networks, chains of personal authentication 
are carried out by linking accounts to other accounts through Facebook or 
Google, which in turn are preferably linked to a single registered phone 
number. Research on the discourse of social networking points to what 
could be said to be an ideology of authenticity (Tolson, 2010) drawing 
from research on both broadcasting talk and social media broadcasting 
platforms such as YouTube. Others argue that the core value of social 
media in general and Twitter in particular is authenticity (Shifman, 2018). 
Shifman speaks of external and internal authenticity, whereas internal 
authenticity concerns the representation of the true self and external 
authenticity refers to the relation between the utterance and the event itself.  
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On the other hand, we have a vast array of literature and theorization of the 
late capitalist self as being subjected to constant transformation due to 
increasingly fluctuating economic conditions and transformations of labour 
relations (Lazzarato & Jordan, 2012), whereby “reinventing yourself” has 
become an imperative slogan for anyone standing anywhere near the 
outside job market (Bauman, 2000; Giddens, 1994). Yet another factor that 
has to be taken into account in this discussion is the result (both 
achievements and backlashes) of struggles around the legitimization of new 
forms of cultural, gendered, and sexual identities by feminists and queer 
movements, which have increasingly put the possibilities of multiple or 
more complex identities on the agenda. These different factors and 
motivations behind both the stability and the fluidity of identities continues 
to mark this as an important field of contestation in which actors have to 
make more or less conscious choices.  
Self-presentation in online contexts – Between ideology 
of authenticity and silly citizenship  
Accepting the more generally described tension regarding how identities 
are enacted and distributed in late capitalism should have consequences for 
the ways in which politically engaged people identify through their 
participation online. As already stated, this paper argues for an analytical 
focus on self-presentation on Twitter. Self-presentation as a discursive 
practice has for a long time been considered as an important aspect of 
social relationships (Goffman, 1981). The analysis of self-presentation has 
been a productive research strategy in understanding performance and 
performative contexts in both offline and online settings. Different ideas 
are informing scholarship on self-presentation, especially if these social 
practises should be understood as being enacted consciously and as such 
being voluntary or rather as structural effects of norms and discourse. Some 
of these discussions have taken place by and between researchers who 
engage with the work of Erving Goffman or Judith Butler, both theorists of 
social performativity; Goffman offers more of a voluntarist framework and 
Butler emphasizes the iteration in performative identity practices that to a 
greater extent is structurally limited by the subjects’ place in relations of 
power (Butler, 2015). What are at stake here, however, are the forms used 
in self-presentations on social network sites, and “[t]hese performances are 
polysemic, because they must make sense to a variety of audiences without 
sacrificing narrative coherence” (Papacharissi, 2012, p. 1991). What 
 106 
 
Papacharissi points to is a theoretical and analytical focus whereby we have 
to consider the discursive context and text.  
Research on self-presentations on SNSs have pointed at a few 
characteristics regarding how users on different platforms enact identities 
in accordance with the different norms performed. Some of these have a 
technical interface, and others present their users with preferred structures 
that invite them to present themselves in specific ways. One such example 
is dating profiles, the rationality of which is to attract the interest of others, 
on which the users present the self as a set of “future promises” (Ellison et 
al., 2012). Performing the self is simultaneously a way of expressing the 
self and managing its complex webs of relations. The profile as such 
becomes a surface of authenticity on which more or less true statements are 
negotiated. In other examples, belonging to a specific platform or forum, 
the ways in which users define themselves and draw up boundaries for 
what they are and what they are not are more important (Maltby, 
Thornham, & Bennett, 2017). The object of analysis for this study is a 
collection of Twitter profiles tweeting about political issues, belonging to 
an anti-racist public context in Sweden. As such, it makes up a public 
context, and the more public the communicative context is, the more 
difficult it is to present oneself coherently and context collapse risks 
becoming a problem to a greater extent (Baym & Boyd, 2012; Marwick & 
Boyd, 2010). However, it is also possible to say something important about 
the context in which the profiles are used to enact identities through the 
choices of self-presentation strategies. If profiles are limited to a few sets of 
characteristics, for example professional identity, it might be the case that 
users are more prone to take part in and discuss professional matters or 
legitimate their claims through their professional occupation. Users who 
include more private aspects of life, such as hobbies or sexual orientation, 
might say something else about the motivations behind their online 
presence. However, more than only pointing to the private motivations, it 
says something about the norms of being in digital contexts. Aaron Balick 
writes about the complex psychic processes of self-presentations online: 
The representations of ourselves that we choose to put online comprise different 
aspects of our multiple psyches in relation to the imagined and real audiences that 
we encounter through SNSs. Those multiply constructed, cobbled-together 
identities are not isolated chimeras operating in a virtual fantasy world; rather they 
are fundamentally informed by our subjectivities performing important 
psychodynamic functions within the intersubjective matrix, involving the way in 
which we see ourselves, the way in which we wish to see ourselves (our ego 
ideals), the way we wish others to see us, as well as those parts of ourselves that we  
wish to remain out of sight all together. (Balick, 2014, p. 130) 
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Where self-presentations in the digital domain are studied particularly in 
relation to social relationships, two different and more general trends are 
identified in the literature on norms of identities in the digital age. One can 
be found in the early ideas informing research about the possibilities for 
identity work online in which the possibility to become anyone is 
emphasized. The other is the more recent trend whereby economic and 
security logics are finding the multiplicity of identities to be a problem, 
either because they are difficult to exploit or because they are risky in times 
of terrorism and turmoil. Both ideals are, however, still at work, with the 
ideal of anonymity and practices of pseudonymity (Maltby et al., 2017) 
being commonly held by online users as well worked against by digital 
capital and state security, trying to hinder the enactment of multiple 
identities online. 
In this particular paper, the empirical focus is on the enactment of identities 
in the study of Twitter profiles, including, however, the wider matrix of 
what constitutes political identities in the technological and economical 
frame that governs the practices of social media participation. Regarding 
self-mediation (Chouliaraki, 2012), we have to include a detailed analysis 
of both text and context. This is in line with the tradition of critical 
discourse analysis (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999) towards which this 
paper is oriented. Trying to avoid the risks that might come with bringing 
citizenship into the discussion and the different frameworks that 
accompany it, I still find important inspiration and insight in Hartley’s 
(2010) discussion about both the discourse of citizenship and citizenship as 
a discursive act of struggle. He discusses many familiar models and citizen 
enactments and shows how modes of citizenship are increasingly being 
made into silly enactments. This is an important point, as it gives contours 
to the coming discussion about the humorous mode of self-presentations 
used by some participants.  
Methodology and data 
The empirical data were first and foremost extracted from Twitter 
presentations. From the collection of 6200 tweets collected in late 2018, the 
analysis was conducted by reading through and categorizing all the 
individual Twitter biographies using nodes in Nvivo. Among these tweets, 
many accounts were reoccurring. Accounts that belong to the antiracist 
field of politics (@interasistmen, @vistarinteut, @researchgruppen, and 
@expo) were chosen to generate accounts that participate in discussions 
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around these topics. I will mainly be talking about accounts to make it 
possible to avoid taking specific notice of the difference between users as 
individuals, organizations and accounts that might be used by several 
individuals, and pseudonymous and anonymous accounts. The profiles 
were then analysed in terms of how users were enacting their participatory 
identity in terms of distinctions such as private or professional and explicit 
or implicit as well as how they were relating to the political contexts in 
which they appear.  
Research ethics and Twitter research  
There have been important discussions about research ethics and Internet 
research in general, and, with the advent of global social network sites, 
researchers have been forced, especially because of a lack of international 
regulations, to discuss the kind of ethical legitimation that could support 
the collection and analysis of publicly available data from Twitter or 
Facebook (Bruns, Weller, Zimmer, & Proferes, 2014; Zimmer, 2010). The 
profiles sampled in this sample are analysed as text, regardless of their 
networked relations. As presented in the findings, they are translated into 
English from Swedish, which masks them to a great extent.  
Findings: Political identities in Twitter politics 
through self-presentation – Politics of identity 
and identity politics  
What is important to note is that the Twitter presentations in this collection 
of accounts belong to a multitude of users who have in common that they 
all are tweeting about issues that are of public concern, but some, as single-
issue organisations and activists who are specifically concerned with single 
issues, present themselves differently from those who use Twitter to 
discuss a range of political issues. Unlike in much of the literature on self-
presentation online, Twitter does not present its users with one single self-
presentation norm. Much of the literature, especially that on dating apps, 
shows that self-presentations are more in tune with a logic of the purpose of 
these services. On Twitter, there is no such simple equivalence of trying to 
match and attract the interest of a sexual or romantic partner. A range of 
different logics is present, and some of the strategies employed by users 
will be presented below.  
 109 
 
Identity politics has become somewhat of a floating signifier (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 2001) in the sense that it can signify something with a central 
place in very different discursive networks. In some political discourses, 
particularly that of the left in the US, it has signified important and 
progressive, and, as many would argue, successful, political strategies to 
include disadvantaged groups in important political and popular cultural 
spaces (Bernstein, 2005). While identity politics is an important pejorative 
term in conservative and right-wing movements and is directed at 
contemporary left politics in general, it has also become a critical term in 
some leftist discourses, in which the focus of specific experiences and the 
authenticity of political positions make it difficult to create hegemonic 
relations and bonds of solidarity between political formations (Butler, 
2015). I will not investigate these political conflict lines in depth. Rather, I 
will give an account of the strategies used in the Twitter accounts and the 
way in which these can be confronted with the influx concept of identity 
politics. Some also connect the authenticated and personalized social media 
space to political strategies such as “no platform” or “deplatforming”, 
according to which someone is pressured to give up her or his platform 
after violating a public norm. The authentic ideology (Tolson, 2010) in the 
digital public sphere puts more emphasis on the personal responsibilities of 
those who are there, as individuals with a non-detachable history, which 
make deplatforming a more sensible practice than in political structures in 
which the individual is not the focal point of action. If identity politics in a 
sociological sense come to signify single-issue politics in which activists 
are authentically connected to the struggle and the way in which they talk 
about it, we will see strategies for adhering to, playing with, or rejecting the 
norm of identity politics. 
In alignment with identity politics – The authentic activist 
Some accounts employ strategies to comply with the norms of identity 
politics in the sense that they emphasize who they are, what they do, and in 
which political issues they are interested. As some researchers point out, 
we have seen a transition to a political field that is not only highly 
personalized (Bennett, 2012; Thornborrow & Montgomery, 2010) but also 
increasingly professionalized. The analysis shows how accounts comply 
with the norms and ideas around this nexus of identity politics. This is 
primarily undertaken in one or two different ways, sometimes separately 
and sometimes intertwined. Previous research on Twitter users and their 
ways of presenting themselves, primarily including politicians and 
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journalists (Hanusch, 2017; Hedman, 2017; Olausson, 2016), shows how 
the professional identity of individual Twitter users is of great importance 
in the identification of the users. In this set of data of both more and less 
publicly known users, many include their professional occupation or status 
in their bio.  
Many of the accounts that are linked to the collection of Tweets about 
asylum activism are intertwined with the political identity of the specific 
cause in which they are engaged. One professional group that stands out in 
this collection is lawyers, specifically those who are working as legal 
representatives for refugees. We can understand that these users, on the one 
hand, represent a kind of knowledge, a performance of personal experience 
(Thornborrow, 2015) with the issue, and, on the other hand, display that 
they are available for work. As such, the Twitter engagement becomes part 
of a promotional form of self-presentation (Ellison et al., 2012). 
(1) Barnrättsbyrån fights for children and adolescents – for their voices to be 
heard. We offer support, advice, and practical help regarding their rights. 
#childrensrights  
 
(2) Lawyer. I work mostly with public procurement. Also good with Alien Act. 
That’s all. 
 
(3) Active within [Lawfirm] and on the board for ActionAid. For legal help I can be 
reached at […].  
Others that also make use of this promotional form of self-presentation are 
those who are available for lecturing on topics close to the political issues 
under discussion. This also points to the way in which activism, in some 
parts of the field, has been professionalized and the political identity of 
individuals is closely tied to a professional practice. This kind of self-
presentation is used, for example, by journalists who are promoting books 
that they have written or NGOs such as Save the Children. One textual 
property that links the promotional self-presentations together is the use of 
presentation in the third person, as in the example below.  
(4) Journalists at [Newspaper] with a focus on issues related to migration and 
integrated. Author of […] award winning book […]. 
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The third way in which users present themselves with a professional 
identity is, instead of placing themselves professionally close to the 
political issue and as such legitimating their participation, to state that they 
have a certain professional identity and indicate how they are engaged in 
their spare time. This could also be seen as a strategy to legitimize their 
engagement as an ordinary citizen and as such performing ordinariness 
(Myers, 2004; Palmer, 2017). 
(5) Psychology and maths teacher at [school’s name]. Earlier foster home and now 
trustee for young refugees from Afghanistan.  
 
(6) I am the General Secretary for the Swedish Red Cross and chair for Famna. I 
express my own views and thoughts.  
 
(7) Headmaster in working hours, politically engaged during all hours. All views 
are my own.  
 
(8) Student who cares for justice, humanism, and order.  
 
(9) Doctor and researcher. I gladly discuss drugs, diabetes, dementia, and medical 
age assessment.  
It is further interesting to observe the cut between the presented 
professional identity and the political act of speaking or discussing. Even in 
cases in which they are intimately linked to each other, and someone’s 
profession is connected to a specific issue, they present a strict boundary 
between their profession and their own opinions, as in examples 6 and 7.  
Another way of showing how identity politics and the adherence to its 
norms can be enacted can be found in other examples, in which the explicit 
positioning of one’s own place in political discourse is presented without 
any ambiguity. We will see how this differs from what I point to with an 
enactment of silly citizenship (Hartley, 2010). The precise and 
unambiguous identification of one’s own position in politics is in 
accordance with the norms of identity politics, whereby positioning has 
become one of the most dominant modes of political action, that of taking a 
stand for or against something, for example a statement made by a 
politician or a public figure. The Twitter bio below symbolizes this trend 
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well in that it displays an emotional response to positional identity politics 
itself as well as to specific politics.  
(10) Burning for all clear political positioning against racism, intolerance, and 
unjustice but for equality, democracy, and solidarity  
This bio presents a user who is interested not only in antiracist politics but 
also in a specific mode of politics, and the personal distance from 
everything that is racist or intolerant is emphasized. However, what is 
highlighted is not the politics itself but the position for or against 
something. The consequence of this mode of politics, which is also in 
accordance with much of the critique of politics as identification of a 
position, is that the position itself is the potential object of critique rather 
than the politics and policies that are practised. As such, this is a mode of 
discursive politics, focusing more on what people say and where they place 
themselves than on, for example, the consequences of politics. As a 
contrast, the next section will show how the role of being a citizen can be 
enacted through play and silliness.  
Play with identity politics – Silly citizenship enacted  
In the existing literature on political identities online, we find the trend that 
people are urged to define themselves according to their interest and 
positions (van Zoonen, 2013). Examples of this trend are visible above. On 
the other hand, we have a trend in which we see a dislocation of political 
identity, part of it as a reaction to the norms of identity politics. This 
section will deal with the self-presentation strategies used in Twitter bios 
that dislocate preconfigured political identities, not mainly through dis- or 
de-identification but through play with identity politics as a mode of 
political communication.  
A growing body of literature has started to acknowledge the significance of 
the use of humour in online (political) participation (Davis, Love, & Killen, 
2018; John, 2010; Malmqvist, 2015). One way in which this is conducted is 
through humorous play with identities that are both close to what seems to 
be the actual political alignment but use humour to establish a distance that 
does not exist in the examples presented in the section above. One such 
example can be seen in (11), in which the user seems to be a legal 
professional but identifies through the negation Il-legal expert. Another 
playful form of identification can be enacted through identification with the 
way in which a stereotype is constructed by one’s political opponents; this 
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can be seen in example 12, which uses the epithet “rampant feminist”, 
something that would most commonly be used as an antifeminist term.  
(11) Il-legal expert  
 
(12) Teacher, rampant feminist. Chairwoman Kvinnliga Akademikers 
Förening. Volunteer @[…}. Enjoys: history, syphilis, mixer pats. Own views.  
Others use some other form of displacement in describing a political 
identity, such as example 13, in which the user presents a rather 
conventional triad of political interests only after making the human subject 
into a “coal-based two biped”, or example 14, working with, for certain 
people, non-sensible opposites.  
(13) Kind green coal-based two biped – for the environment, humanity, and 
diversity.  
 
(14) Rowdy and devout. Antifascism. Asylum right. Non-violence. Civil 
disobedience.  
Others use humour more vaguely as a way of not responding to the norm of 
describing themselves with sarcasm and using hyperbole, as in example 15, 
or playing with sexual identities, as in example 17.   
(15) I am a very stabile genius.  
 
(16) Lifehack: By agreeing with me you improve your chances of being right.  
 
(17) I was once trapped in a female’s body. Then I was born … INTP and 
bored.  
 
Dis-identification – Resisting identity politics 
In this section, I will show the more or less explicit resistance that some of 
the profiles show towards that which is described above as identity politics. 
In political theory, dis-identification has its central proponents in theorists 
as different as Jacques Ranciére and Judith Butler. The theoretical 
argument is that politics of subjectivation, as Ranciére calls it, is dependent 
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on modes of dis-identification whereby the political subject can perform a 
split between the identity ascribed to her and a new one. Before any 
political subject can enter the realm of politics, an important step here is for 
someone to dis-identify, and we can see a few such strategies of dis-
identification in the Twitter profiles. Butler discusses what the politics of 
dis-identification could be with a question: 
What are the possibilities of politicizing disidentification, this experience of 
misrecognition, this uneasy sense of standing under a sign to which one does and 
does not belong? (Butler, 1993, p. 219) 
In the profiles, we can see that activists employ specific strategies to 
counter and play with identities, making them more difficult to categorize, 
which can be seen as a conscious strategy on the one hand and a way of 
reacting to a more hegemonic interpretation of the norms that guide self-
presentations on the other hand. In this sense, to dis-identify in a Twitter 
profile is to try to politicize the techno-discursive form of self-presentation 
online itself as well as the cultural norms guiding it.  
(18) Anti  
 
(19) I ain’t talking  
 
(20) Taking part in but not understanding  
The three presentations above display different reactions to public norms of 
political participation. Whereas 18 and 19 just show resistance to the 
discursive form of bio presentations, 20 is an example that rather signals a 
reaction to the norm that people should be informed to take part in political 
conversations. The user is stating mockingly that s/he has taken part in 
what is being said but has not understood it and as such signals an inferior 
position in public life.  
 
(21) Fuck Sergio Ramos, Roman Polanski, The Sun, climate change deniers, 
affirmative action and Nazis. 
 
(22) Antiracist who dislikes different isms and phobias with consequences that 
encroach on everyone’s equal value and the right to be who the fuck they want.  
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(23) Does not belong to any left or right. Journalist, all I demand is some facts, 
common sense, and some fucking dignity.  
The above examples show different ways of refusing to adopt political 
positions, the first of which is directing its refusal to public figures and 
political positions that are both unconventional in their composition and 
highly varied. The following two are also only enacting political identities 
through disidentification. Both, however, also relate to existing identities, 
the first being antiracist, which in itself is an identity existing through 
negation, while the other is a professional identity that in itself, in many 
ways, is exactly creating its legitimacy through not identifying with any 
part of the political spectrum.   
Figures of engagement  
The fourth way of considering the ways in which the users present 
themselves is to look at the ways in which the bios themselves represent 
modes of engagement. Political engagement can be thought of in many 
different ways and in accordance with different ideals. In this section, I will 
present a few examples of how engagement is presented.  
(24) Engaged fellow human who works for change.  
 
(25)  Burning for all clear political positioning against racism, intolerance and 
injustice but for equality, democracy, and solidarity.  
 
(26) Angry as young. Pissed off as middle aged. NOW REALLY PISSED OFF 
AND RED.  
In the above three examples, we can see different modalities and ways of 
representing one’s emotional investment in politics. While the first (24) 
simply states that he or she is engaged and working towards change, the 
latter two use illustrative and emotional language when putting their 
engagement on display. In the above-mentioned presentation (25), the user 
describes how “passionate” [directly translated from Swedish, burning) 
s/he is. The last example uses a paraphrase or at least a turn on the alleged 
saying by Winston Churchill about political allegiances in different parts of 
life.  
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(27) Reading, writing being who loves cats, angry peace lover.  
 
(28) Joined Twitter to talk about hockey, baseball, and sports in general. But 
gets distracted all the time … 
The last two can be connected to communicative practices and ways of 
acting politically. While the first can be connected to a discursive political 
ideal of acting through writing and reading, the first is an interesting 
example of the reluctant participant. The user echoes a reversal of a 
longstanding fear of political thinkers in modernity, from John Dewy and 
Theodor Adorno to discussions in the cultural study of how empty 
pleasures and entertainment distract citizens from their duty. The user 
reverses this by pointing out that what are probably political issues distract 
him or her from what s/he actually came to talk about, sport.  
Concluding remarks – Engaged identities  
The analysis has shown different ways of enacting political identities in the 
Swedish online public space. There are tensions between accounts as well 
as within each presentation, in which contemporary norms of identification 
are adhered to as well as resisted. These tensions lead to two important 
conclusions. One is that the contemporary public space is fragmented in 
terms of the norms that are at play, even when sampled from a rather 
homogeneous political space. This points to a situation with contingent 
space in which, on the one hand, norms of identification are fragmented but 
which, on the other hand, is strong in its fragmented state.  
The analysis further points to how research on a politically engaged subject 
is no easy task, as the object itself becomes a moving target. Accordingly, 
it is important to acknowledge the risky attempts to apply models of 
citizenship when researching modes of participation online, as it risks 
missing the ambiguities in the way in which people enact identities. At the 
same time, it is important to acknowledge the way in which users choose to 
present their online identity, in which they strongly relate to both micro- 
and macro-sociological ideas about where we are in terms of practices of 
identification on social networking sites. Practices of complying with the 
preferred techno-political norms of having one “true identity” as well as 
using humour act as minor resistance to the same structures. The surface of 
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Twitter profiles is as such a discursive stage of many of the contemporary 
debates and possible changes to the structure of identification. It is still too 
early to know how the demand for authentic ideology and the “one true 
identity” advocated by the tech industry as well as governments will turn 
out in terms of how participants can choose to enact identities in online 
political contexts.   
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Svensk sammanfattning  
Vad innebär det att vara politisk i medierna? Det är vad den här avhandlingen 
både försöker svara på och komplicera betydelsen av. Avhandlingen består i 
huvudsak av fyra enskilda studier som i detalj analyserar vad det innebär att vara 
politisk i medierna idag och vilka konsekvenser det har för hur vi förstår 
demokratiskt deltagande. Genom att studera olika former av politiskt handlande 
som här hemma inom den antirasistiska vänstern i Sverige mellan 2013 och 
2018 och hur dessa tar sig uttryck i olika mediala diskurser, journalistik i tryckt 
såväl som radioform och Twitter, vill avhandlingen diskutera hur politiska 
identiteter skapas genom deltagande. Den tar sin avstamp ur en 
forskningstradition som är intresserad av hur mediala diskurser formar 
möjligheterna att göra och att vara. Det vill säga hur det mediala språkets 
sammansättningar och bruk sätter ramar för varandet och görandet, i detta fall 
ett politiskt sådant. Vad det innebär för den specifika samling studier och vad 
som binder samman dem är ett intresse i hur olika former av vetande, 
handlande, kännande och varande och möjligheterna till dessa skapas i 
samspelet mellan politiskt handlande och den mediala kontext som det sker i. 
Den gör det med ett fokus på hur politiska identiteter konstrueras i detta 
samspel, som på så sätt berättar för oss en större berättelse om de politiska 
subjekt som är möjliga i en samtida demokratisk kontext.   
Frågeställningarna som är gemensamma för avhandlingsprojektet har varit:  
1. Hur är politiska identiteter konstruerade genom deltagande i olika mediala 
diskurser?    
2. Vilka implikationer har identiteterna och hur de kan konstrueras för hur vi 
förstår vad det betyder att vara politisk i den samtida demokratin?  
Avhandlingen försöker svara på frågorna genom en teoretisk utgångspunkt i 
frågor som rör det politiska och vad gränserna för detta kan vara, vilka 
kommunikativa praktiker som är politiska och på vilka sätt de kan vara det. Det 
är sedan genom studiet av ett antal politiska händelser och deras mediering som 
frågan om det politiska och de politiska identiteterna aktualiseras. Det är som ett 
raster uppdelat i fyra punkter som avhandlingen som stort delar upp sitt fokus, 
där de olika studierna erbjuder ett eller flera fokus vardera. Två studier har 
journalistik som sitt empiriska underlag och två har Twitter. Det är framförallt 
inom ramen för vad som har kommit att kallas Kritisk diskursanalys som 
avhandlingen har sin teoretiska och metodologiska hemvist, vilket innebär att 
 122 
 
avhandlingen vill visa på hur sociala relationer (re)produceras genom diskurs, i 
detta fall mediala diskurser.  
Den första studien utgörs av en analys av hur journalistik som en diskursiv 
praktik möjliggör för aktivister att ge uttryck för politiskt vetande och möjlighet 
till handling. Den gör det genom att studera en grupp asylaktivister och deras 
uttalanden i svensk dagspress. Analysen visar att journalistiken begränsar 
möjligheterna till både vetande och anspråk på politiska drömmar och framtiden, 
genom att deras aktion anpassas till en förståelse av politisk som karaktäriseras 
av att oförståelse inför något radikalt annorlunda. Aktivisternas förhoppningar 
och drömmar får möjlighet att artikuleras men kan inte bemötas med frågor. 
Likaså blir deras uttalanden om hur situationen för asylsökanden ser ut 
begränsade till att vara personliga och individualiserande vittnesmål snarare än 
politiskt legitima sanningar sprungna ur erfarenhet.  
I den andra delstudien analyseras vilken roll känslouttryck har i Kämpa Malmö, 
en antifascistisk manifestation och dess mediering genom Twitter. Den tar 
avstamp i en diskussion om hur känslor varit ett ämne antingen utestängt från 
diskussionen om politisk kommunikation eller behandlad med viss reservation, 
som om det vore något avvikande och icke önskvärt inom ramen för 
demokratiskt handlande. Studien har sitt fokus på de sätt på vilka olika 
identiteter och subjekt skapas genom en känslomässig politisk kommunikation. 
Analysen visar på hur olika deltagare på Twitter binds samman genom 
känslomässiga uttryck.  
Den tredje delstudien har åter journalistik och samma asylrättsaktivistiska grupp 
som sin empiriska fokus, men istället för tryckt press är det radiointervjuer som 
studeras. Radiointervjuerna bjuder in till en samtalsanalys av interaktionen 
mellan journalisterna och aktivisterna för att kunna lyfta frågan om hur de olika 
institutionella relationerna mellan journalistik och aktivism ser ut och förhandlas 
fram. Analysen visar hur den identitet en talare har i en institutionell kontext inte 
är given utan måste förhandlas fram mellan aktivist och journalist och att den är 
en prekär identitet som inte kan tas för given.  
Den fjärde delstudien har likt den andra Twitter som sitt studieobjekt men här är 
det frågan om att analysera hur politiskt engagerade personer väljer att 
presenterar sig på Twitter. Analysen visar att det finns en mängd olika strategier 
i att presentera sig och att de knyter an till en större diskussion om jaget på nätet 
och de normer som reglerar vilka vi får, bör och kan vara. Den visar på att det 
råder en stor osäkerhet, eller pluralitet, kring hur vi bör presentera oss.  
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Genom avhandlingens delstudier presenteras en samling likartade men ändå 
skilda analyser som på olika sätt lyfter fram det prekära i mediala identiteter, 
som visar på att mediets, oavsett om det är journalistik eller Twitter, prekära 
kontext gentemot vilken poliskt deltagande aldrig kan stå som autonom. Det 
betyder att en av huvudslutsatserna är att vi inte kan ta för givet vem någon är 
och blir när denna någon ger sig in i en framträdande och offentlig medial 
kontext. Detta subjekt blir kringskuret på olika sätt vilket alltså är en 
begränsning likaväl som det är en förutsättning för allt deltagande. Men ett 
framträdande drag för just den här kringskurna identiteten är att den är i många 
fall är en individuell identitet som snarare än att möjliggöra en förnimmelse av 
en framväxande del av ett kollektiv, begränsas till att ge uttryck för egna 
personens ”autentiska” insats, åsikt och vetande.  
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